﻿ CARPATHIAN PATERICON PAGES OF HESYCHASM 1 Cover design by: Neofit & Calinic Image on cover 1: Romanian traditional blouse from the Vâlcea County, Elena C Cornescu, Romanian Embroidery, Bucharest, 1906, p 22 Technical editing by Carmen Olaru Translation from Romanian by Roxana Berger & Natalia Muntean ©Chipul Iconic Association Sînbotin village (Dăeşti locality), Vâlcea County, Romania Postal code: 247125 www chipuliconic ro ; office@chipuliconic ro 0040745658226 ; 0040740014043 www chipuliconic ro website dedicated to Hieromonk Ghelasie’s figure and work The present volume: Carpathian Patericon: Pages of Hesychasm partially reproduces the volume: Pateric Carpatin: File de Isihasm, Platytera Publishing House, Bucharest, 2017 Edition supervised by FLORIN CARAGIU The volume is distributed free of charge Descrierea CIP a Bibliotecii Naţionale a României Carpathian Patericon : pages of hesychasm / trad : Roxana Berger şi Natalia Muntean - Sînbotin : Chipul Iconic, 2019 ISBN 978-606-94780-3-5 I Berger, Roxana (trad ) II Muntean, Natalia (trad ) 2 2 3 Motto: We need LIVING ICONS who can strengthen our faith People want to see in Saints “Perfection, with no wavering or weakness”, but this is the ultimate “FRUITION”, which comes from much asceticism and failing… The most Loved and sought after Saintly Father-Confessors are “the most humble” ones who can bear the “world’s turmoil” and be a “LIGHT in the darkness to the world” Also, they are the most whole-hearted, FATHERS who have “relentlessly fought all temptations and passions” In a PATERICON, any “Spiritual search” is a “GIFT of Sainthood” 4 Foreword The volume Carpathian Patericon evokes an exceptional spiritual personality from the end of the 20th century Through multiple testimonies of the people who have encountered and have come to know him, but also through his own words, in some instances, as well as through the insertion of fragments from his writings, the book presents a man of a truly refined and deep mystical experience Through the present book, we are in the presence of a man of direct experience, a man embodying the eloquence and the fine reasonable argument of the possibility of an authentic, unmistakable and unamalgamated encounter with God, here and now, an encounter enabled first and foremost from the very image of this man’s presence Therefore, we can discover within the pages of the Carpathian Patericon, captured from diverse perspectives belonging to the people who met him “face to face” or indirectly, through his writings, the image of a Hesychast mystic, profound theologian and subtle mistagogue, revealed as gifted teacher of the practice and experience of the “ceaseless prayer”, in the specific Orthodox Hesychast tradition More specifically, we can find in this volume not only the image of a spiritual teacher-master but also a unique and authentic icon of a contemporary spiritual father, namely Avva Ghelasie from Frăsinei (1944-2003) The son of a priest, coming from a family where his ancestors on his father’s side can be traced in official documents for generations down to the middle of the 19th century as priests serving at Christian altars, around the age of 20, about the sixth decade of the last century, that is, in the middle of the communist regime, Avva Ghelasie met Avva Arsenie (Praja) the hermit, one of the last hermits of the Râmeţ Mountains, a Carpathian area benefiting from an old tradition of hermitic Hesychast living which goes back several centuries As a result of this first impressive providential encounter, Avva Ghelasie (Gheorghe), the young Teodor back then, withdraws unreservedly into the Apuseni Mountains and lives for a number of years as disciple of Avva Arsenie the Hermit who not long after passes to God (1973) Father Ghelasie would always acknowledge, in his writings too 5 – issued since 1991 when the new post-communist social-political circumstance permitted the publication of such books – that, through Avva Arsenie, he came to know firsthand an authentic anchorite tradition, an authentic Carpathian Hesychast practice which he did little more than to transfer, transpose and highlight, in its specificity, as a model that is distinguished from the spiritual ascetic-mystic hermitic and monastic models that are more known and frequented, such as the Sinaitic, Studite, Athonite and Slavic Placing himself within an iconic perspective, or even a methodology, Avva Ghelasie declares that there is a (mystic-ascetic) Philokalic prototype – that of the sacred asceticism of cleansing, purging, of pursuing the plenary fulfilment of love and of man’s unmistakable union with God, in other words, that of man’s becoming God-like (plenary spiritualization), a prototype from whence the models-copies stem, that is, its propagation as icons-likenesses, which are related among themselves and as such are not conflicting and contradictory Thus, among the copies-models of this Philokalic prototype, such as the Sinaitic, Studite, Athonite and Slavic, Avva reveals and highlights this somehow novel and unique Carpathian Philokalic model, less known, if not almost unknown In this sense, the Carpathian designation of this Patericon does not refer only to a space, to a certain area, as much as it designates some of the features and marks of this (Carpathian) mystic Hesychast model, as they appear from their embodiment in the spiritual image of this Hesychast Father who has given proof of a remarkable capacity, not only for evoking but for a subtle and consistent actualization of this ancient Carpathian tradition, which he has skilfully opened in order to be able to adequately and eloquently meet the mystical spiritual searches of the 21th century man Thus, not only does he bring Hesychasm into light, as Christian mystic, but he also embodies it, displays it, presents it in an articulate manner in the context of the emergence and increasing popularization of some unchristian mystics, relaxation techniques, practices and experiences of meditation, etc , normally of an extreme-oriental pattern/form, so facile and appealing for people in our age who are restless, stressed and alienated, estranged and captive in an increasingly artificial and hyper-technological environment Pursuing this paradoxical method of exposition, he manages to accomplish, in fact, a delicate yet clear, unequivocal and practical 6 delimitation of the Hesychast mystic, within a certain spiritual context, which can truly be useful, enlightening for people who, one way or another, could fall prey to all kinds of spiritual confusions and syncretisms which might derail them from the right path Still, this manner of presentation of Hesychasm can be at the same time a fulfilling opening, an opportune proposal for those who came to believe that Christian spirituality does not have to “offer” a particular own “mystic” for a real, deep, living experience of love – personal par excellence – which might confer peace, joy, trust, faith, light; instead such people would identify Christian spirituality with a mere factual ethics, with some activism confined to social benefit events, with a certain mellow pietism which could be reduced to such forms, aspects and approaches of faith and spirituality which can rightfully appear as uninteresting, dissatisfying from the perspective of the genuine seekers of a concrete, direct encounter with God In other words, from the point of view of those willing for experiences of divine-human Eucharistic love, those eager for a fully conscious experience of Christic communion, hic et nunc, i e starting today, starting even from “this world” and not just from “the world beyond”, post-mortem Another biographic aspect which is important to record here is that, after the spiritual experience along Avva Arsenie the Hermit, an experience of an unavoidable filial nature, father Ghelasie enters as monk in the Frăsinei Monastery, renowned as “a miniature Carpathian Athos mountain”, where he would live for about three decades This is where he would write and make public his entire work, which, at his passing to eternity (2003), is re-edited starting with 2006 As a simple detail, it comprises no less than 18 volumes which, under an original presentation, often novel and surprising, it involves not only a strict mystical-theological thematic with its Christological, Pneumatological and Triadologic foundation, but one which is more complex and arborescent: iconological, anthropological, cosmological, liturgical, metaphysical, psychological, medical, nutritional, etc We discover in these substantial books an approach which is richly personalized, clearly marked by the iconic vision of this Hesychast mystic, notably personalized, through which there are indubitably revealed to us not just probing, enlarging approaches, but also clarifying explanations and fine subtleties which become full- fledged contributions generating fertile openings and actualizations 7 of these thematic issues Of course, we can recall here some titles from his work, which can have an enthralling resonance, arousing the interest of the seekers of knowledge and spirituality in general, but maybe particularly that of those eager for a Christian mystic life, for an experience, here and now, of the Christic living: The Memories of a Hesychast, Seeing through the Light of the Holy Grace, The Mystagogy of the Icon, The Memories of the Origin, The Hesychast Practice, The Mystic Experience of Liturgy, For a Christian Psychoanalysis, The Hesychast Medicine, The Recipes of the Hesychast Medicine, Food Within the Holy Grace, etc We could also add before finishing this brief presentation that, with a view to an extended knowledge and at the same time to a more detailed and profound understanding of Father Ghelasie’s work and personality, there have taken place in the academic environment – starting from 2009 with the Academy of Economic Science from Bucharest – a significant number of national conferences which, through a wide participation and diverse presentations, have occasioned a significant and welcome contribution and testimony We should add that, in 2012, the collection In Memoriam Hieromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe was launched with the title The Iconic Image – Anthropological Sketches / Reflections of Father Ghelasie’s Mystical-theological Image – which has so far reached volume no 8 We are talking about a book series which presents intra/inter/multi disciplinary approaches, to which many academically trained authors participate with articles and studies and attempt to creatively reflect and express the fruitful potential, the reverberations and possible implications and connections of this Hesychast iconic vision in other areas of knowledge and on different levels of human experience such as in anthropology, semiotics, psychology, medicine, aesthetics, law, etc Last but not least, the website www chipuliconic ro which is dedicated to Avva Ghelasie offers the possibility for free of charge online access not only to his entire work but also to these modest attempts to assume and to develop the fertile resources of this work, pointing out the complex contribution which the Hesychast has had in the elegant opening, at the beginning of the 21th century, of a refined, dense, clear, Christian spiritual horizon offered and presented, of course, in its specific form, in its Carpathian iconization/moulding In the wake of this process of opening up and, in fact, of acknowledgement and testimonial of the freshness, vitality and actuality of the Christian 8 spiritual tradition, of its in actu presence with the people who ceaselessly explore its mysteries through unmediated, direct, authentic and plenary experience, as we believe Avva’s experience was, there also aligns this polymorphous testimony embodied in the present book, which appears in print for the first time in English May the opening of this ineffable Hesychast spiritual horizon, accomplished through the image of this surprising Carpathian iconization, find its simple, clear, comprehensive encounters and find the proper reception, find profound echoes and awakenings, find the fine, luminous, deserving cradling in the bosom of loving, restful reflections Hieromonk Neofit The “Holy Trinity” Social Home, Glimboca 9 10 The Carpathian Patericon Pages of Hesychasm Father Ghelasie was a father of great asceticism Whenever I saw how thin he was, I used to tell him: “Do eat something so you can gain some weight ” But he used to reply: “Do not mind that, the soul is more important!” Father Ghelasie arrived at the Frăsinei Monastery in 1973 Before that, he had lived in the Apuseni Mountains as a spiritual follower of Father Arsenie - a hermit That was the place where he attained this special askesis He did come to the meals, but only for the ritual, and he only had a little soup, as he did not eat eggs or fish It was a great joy for him to perform the religious service, he served together with the other priests even when it was not his turn He had worked as a male nurse and he would administer the injections to the people within the monastery and he took care of the ill Father Ghelasie had the special gift of persuasion A lot of people came to him Even officers from the communist intelligence services came to see him, to ask him questions and Ghelasie answered their questions and there was nothing more they could say Any way he gave his answer, he always handled it tactfully They couldn’t do anything to him as he disarmed them They tried to twist his words, but his answers came so nicely and beautifully that he tore them to pieces He commanded respect and gained their hearts He even converted some of them One of the communist intelligence officers stated once that “had we had this one in charge of our propaganda, we 11 would have been invincible” He had a great power of persuasion His knowledge expanded beyond his theological studies as he knew so many things, from so many domains Important professors from all over the country came to see him He talked to them all and brought them to faith He also converted many yoga practitioners Yes, he had a formidable gift of persuasion (Archimandrite Ioanichie, the current Reverend Father of the Frăsinei Monastery) * When I arrived at Frăsinei, Father Inochentie, who talked to me, told me about Father Ghelasie He told me to wait for him: Look, sit here until father Ghelasie comes, and I 1 did wait until he came and he asked me: Măi, tăticule, what is going on with you? I told him this and that and I gazed upon a man whom I liked very much from the very beginning We went to his shack, he did not have the barrel shack yet, and he had the patience of listening to the fool I was, for two-three hours I spoke incessantly, telling him how important and pure I was, what a saint I was and how mankind was a mere and utter filth And he had the patience to listen to me, realizing the downfall I was in and how wretched I actually was Now, looking back, I feel like laughing but at that time I didn’t And this is how I met him This is how it began and afterwards I missed him so much that, when I was away in the world I desperately felt his absence and the urge of talking to Father Ghelasie And so I came one more time and one more time This was in the year of ‘93 And with God’s mercy, in ‘95, certainly due to the prayers of the Pious Ghelasie the Hesychast, the very image of Godly love, I did manage to take – as Father Ghelasie would say – the 1 Măi, tăticule is the endearing expression which Father Ghelasie used when he addressed his disciples It has the aproximate equivalent of Hey, my little son! (TN) 12 leap over the common natural and ended up in the Frăsinei monastery (Father Valerian, Avva Ghelasie’s hut disciple) * With God’s fear I say this, I do not consider myself to be the Father’s follower, I cannot call myself that Being Father’s disciple means completely following his way of life, and I am far from being the way Father Ghelasie was It is not about the surreal askesis he undertook, which surpasses human nature – one single hour of sleep, eating just as little as a bird, sleeping in the cold without getting cold and without covering himself with a blanket, walking around barefoot, the lack of health ensuring hygiene and the total abandonment of the body – it is about that spiritual experience that I do not know whether anyone has attained In a way, the Father protected us, because he used to say: “I do not have disciples ” He humbled himself and protected us from the self-conceit of claiming that “I am Avva Ghelasie’s follower” I can claim that I was given this huge gift of being his hut companion the most foul hut companion Father Ghelasie had I had been close to him for three years; from the moment he secluded himself and the neighboring hut had remained empty – when father Gheorghe passed away, I asked the Reverend Father to put me in there, so that I could help Father Ghelasie At that time I did not know that Avva was ill I had the impression that he had secluded himself because there had been a minor incident related to his hut and his barrel, as these had been torn down, and we perceived this incident as a small conflict, but of course the Father had humbled himself saying that: “if this is the command, it shall be done” But he had retired because he knew he was ill and from now on he had to take care of himself in a different way And this is how I ended up being his hut companion 13 I made the fire, because he was always staying with the window open even during winter The moment it became cold in his hut, he asked for the fire to be made in order to have a little heat His bed was quite far away from the stove, although the hut was quite small, but he was not close to the stove He did not cover himself with a blanket Only during the last two weeks of his life we covered him, as he was feeling very, very ill, and I could see that he couldn’t withstand the cold like he used to The cleansing process took me a long time, as I am a great sinner, and poor Father Ghelasie had a lot of trouble with me He had a lot of trouble with me but he handled me with such love and patience, that I can say he was the one who was taking care of me and not I of him, although he was so very ill And of course, no matter how blind one could be, one couldn’t but feel the light and follow it This is what had happened in my case, and thus, step by step, with great difficulty, with prayers, with God’s power and love and for the Pious Ghelasie’s prayers I managed to build a stronger bond with him (Father Valerian) * Eugen Serea: We know that while in health and strength, Avva Ghelasie lived following our Lord Jesus Christ’s example – the very image of sacrifice for his fellowmen He gave himself away completely, forgetting his own self, through wonderful prayers – rapidly answered to – through writings, through spiritual counseling, through confession Was he still able to do all these things during his last years of suffering? Father Valerian: He did all that, up to the last second of his life His door was open day and night as I have never seen or heard any other spiritual father do Day and night, no matter at what hour you went to him for a confession, he would receive you at once He would listen to you with patience, take away all your negative energy, he would 14 make you understand that you were the cause of your own suffering and not the others He was very affected when one person was blaming another He never allowed this, even when he could see that you may have been justified He did not permit it and always showed you that you, your sins, your weaknesses, your carelessness, your lack of brotherly love, etc were the only ones to blame He always did this Even when he was very ill, he welcomed everyone, giving them his blessing, taking care of them all That is what I meant when I said that he had taken care of us I do not know who could claim: I have taken care of father Ghelasie All of us, who took care of him, his four hut companions: Father Agatanghel, Father David, Father Metodie and I, confess that we had actually been taken care of by the Father, although during the last period he had been paralyzed The day he departed to God – day known and announced by the Father – he prepared himself, he placed Saint George’s icon, the cross, the Akathist to the Holy Spirit on his chest and waited in complete silence for our Lord’s call He was half gone, when a priest and his two children, together with a hieromonk came to see him and get his blessing I was there, I did not consent for a while, we had a contradictory talk, and I was very grieved to see that these people did not understand that the Father had to be left alone as he was on his way to our Lord He had been in an extremely severe condition for the last two-three days And I let them go in and said to them: Do what you please, you shall bear the responsibility They went in Father came out of his state, blessed the priest and the children, but he only had the strength to wave his hand as a blessing to Father Hieromonk and that was it I do not know how many people could do such a thing Half an hour later, Avva was gone * Avva Ghelasie would often address all those who had him as their spiritual guide with the endearment “băi 15 tăticule”: “Hey, my little son”, both young and old, students and college professors, rich and poor Father Ghelasie’s authority, just like any exemplary priest’s, had a divine- human origin: it was divine through ordination, through the gift of the sacramental priesthood and it was human through the ascetic-contemplative life, through the grace acquired by putting the universal priesthood into practice Countless lost sheep “without a shepherd” (Mt 9, 36) have found in Avva Ghelasie the Good Shepherd Thrice blissful, thrice blessed the rams whose horns had been tangled in the bushes of this world (Gen 22, 13), rams whom this genuine shepherd has brought back to the flock! ( ) The purity, the detachment from this world and something mysterious, impossible to be described, spoke for him ( ) Priest and monk, hermit monk and mystical ecclesiast, Father Ghelasie opposed the schemes of demons and not only did he save many people from the road to hell, but he put them on the path to heaven, teaching them the art of Christian living Every day there was someone knocking at his door to prostrate under his epitrachelion and to be delivered from the heavy burdens or be enlightened about the many secrets of the spiritual life His priesthood was always active Father Gheorghe Calciu’s words about the meaning of priesthood “to be the grieving witness of human suffering and take this suffering onto your shoulders (…) To be the strong comforter of every unfortunate soul, even when you feel overwhelmed by helplessness (…) To carry on your shoulders the mountain of human suffering, even when your being is crying out, crushed by its own suffering”2, describe Father Ghelasie best The last years of Avva Ghelasie’s life were an embodiment of the last desideratum Sacerdotium non est Otium Priesthood is not a time of respite, but a permanent ministration 2 Pr Gheorghe Calciu-Dumitreasa, Războiul întru cuvânt Cuvintele către tineri şi alte mărturii, Editura Nemira, Bucureşti, 2001, p 47 16 Starting from his fez or cap and his clothes with missing buttons, to the “shoes so worn out, that they only resisted through mere obedience”3 or the boots that were too big and heavy, boots that he used to drag, thus maintaining his feet on the ground, Avva Ghelasie’s extremely simple monastic attire did not contribute at all to the exterior image of priestly dignity On the contrary Those who knew him were completely puzzled In fact, Father Ghelasie was not interested in that, not at all But as you approached him, the true inner, priestly dignity, could be seen in all its glory Once you had realized the mastery, the easiness with which he helped you heal and uproot your passions, when he answered your most difficult questions – with an extraordinary clarity – when you saw this man who performed the religious service as though he did not even touch the ground, then you could only say: “Give me your blessing, Avva!” (…) Father Ghelasie was a maker (sculptor, painter, theologian), a warrior-monk fighting the evil spirits and the passions, and also a priest… all at the same time! Avva Ghelasie you are blessed, thrice blessed, as you have apprehended how to entwine all these three!” (Priest Dan Popovici) * Such spiritual people, like Father Ghelasie and like Father Ioanichie, who have set an example and have been a model to follow, are people who can go beyond the meaning of words, beyond any form of expression Father Ghelasie surprised me because he was a man of simplicity, as he always knew how to entwine the virtue of fasting with the virtue of patience and kindness, which he considered to be the way, the only way, the only proof of a 3 Ieromonah Ghelasie Gheorghe, Răspuns de apărare, Editura Platytera, Bucureşti, 2016, p 289 17 truly fulfilled life – the love for the fellow being And this persuaded me and made me follow him, because each time, the Father had a special argument through which he made you realize that it was worth starting anew in the spiritual life Any disappointment, any less favorable or less beneficial moment was thus transformed by the spiritual Father Ghelasie, each time giving or restoring your hope that through God’s grace and by pulling yourself together, you could overcome and surpass many challenges (Protosinghelos Varsanufie Gherghel, the Reverend Father of the Pătrunsa Monastery) * From being an engineer in a car-manufacturing factory, I ended up becoming a hieromonk It was a long journey on which Father accompanied me with his wisdom In the beginning, I would visit the monasteries as if they were mere historical monuments, but I ended up living in one of them, because that was the place where I had met people whom I could sense to be kind Most of them I had only seen once, but the one to whom I went countless times to ask for advice, countless times, was Father Ghelasie In fact, in the beginning I did not ask for any advice, since I had no idea what I was looking for; I simply enjoyed listening to him, the way he talked to us, the people who came to see him His erudition was impressing: theology, medicine, religion, philosophy, history But even more impressing was Father’s tactfulness: he brought us – the young people who had never been in church but were interested in occultism – to faith And he had succeeded in doing so because he made himself understood, he never threatened us – simple beginners – with mere quotes from the scriptures or from the patristic literature, he never made use of canons which could have been crushing for beginners (Archimandrite Hristofor 18 Bucur, the Reverend Father of the Saint John the Baptist Monastery, Poiana Brasov4) * I learned from Avva Ghelasie that without the word, without prayer, without serving your fellowmen and without feeling, man cannot become Godlike We have been created by God after His image and our goal is to become like Him That means we have to make use of the gifts that God has bestowed upon us, in the way we have received them and we must strive to achieve resemblance to God Whenever he spoke, Father Ghelasie talked about man’s joining with God – through understanding one’s own identity as creation built in God’s image – and about the unity that must exist between people, through God and with God And I’d like to make an analogy to our Lord’s words, words written down by Saint John the Evangelist in chapters 15-17, where God essentially speaks about Myself in them, i e as the Son of God, and they in Me, as We are, I and the Father Thus, the one who wishes to become godlike – and Father Ghelasie has achieved this – must be in serving communion with the others, in communion of prayer, in liturgical bond, so that through this he would get closer to God, just as God has given us example One of the people who did not know Father Ghelasie in person all that well, as they had only met once but they knew one another very well spiritually, is the Right Reverend Vasile Someşanul, from Cluj A man of prayer, of profound feeling, just like Father Ghelasie The Right Reverend Vasile mentioned, in a very short discussion about Father Ghelasie, that a man like Father Ghelasie was born once in three hundred years, then he rectified and 4 Excerpt from: Arhim Hristofor Bucur, Scrisoare către părinţii din Frăsinei, Lumea Credinţei, 14 August 2017 19 said: once in four hundred years Returning one day from the Holy Synod in Bucharest, he arrived at Frăsinei but Father Ghelasie – still active at that time, so it was before the year 2001 – was away at a funeral in his native village or around there somewhere Another time, when the Right Reverend came by, the monks from Frăsinei did not even know he was a bishop because he had hidden his cross, and they thought that a priest had come to see Father Ghelasie The second time he came, he visited Father Ghelasie at his hut and they greeted each other, as we know from the life of the true hermit fathers that the bishops, the metropolitans, the hierarchs, the people of higher clerical rank came to receive a blessing from them, a patriarchal or spiritual blessing Thus, a lot of humbleness from both sides and from Father Ghelasie a lot of eagerness and service (Protosingelos Teofan Jurca, the Reverend Father of the Poşaga Monastery) * Father Ghelasie insisted upon our entering a state of work and service, meaning that we should not stand passively, somewhat outside serving It is not about the priestly or monastic services, but about serving God and man in general (Protosingelos Teofan Jurca) * Father Ghelasie did not take the monastic vows at Frăsinei But does this really matter? Saint Calinic was very grieved when he had to leave the monastery in order to serve as Bishop at Râmnicu-Vâlcea But how hard must it be not to die in the monastery where one had taken the vows? Saint Calinic had prayed for forty days and forty nights, fasting during all this time, asking God to deliver all those people who were to die at Frăsinei, and God answered his prayer People come from other monasteries 20 and become worthy of this glory, even laymen like Father Inochentie’s parent who died while sitting on the bench outside the refectory Once, Father Ghelasie was asked by the Reverend Father Neonil how long he had been at Frăsinei and he answered: thirty years Then the Reverend Father Neonil replied: “Well, then, Father, you do deserve a place in the Frăsinei cemetery” Father Ghelasie proved worthy of dying in the Frăsinei monastery, thus fulfilling once again Saint Calinic’s prophecy Every time a father passes away, his hut remains empty, with the windows open for a time, until another father or brother replaces him How long do we remember the father who has passed away? The religious services performed for the deceased allow also for us these blessed moments, when those who have passed away are remembered in prayer The yearly memorial service held for Father Ghelasie is a moment of gathering for all the people who have loved him, forgetting for a few hours the daily concerns and worries, remembering what Father Ghelasie meant for us Blessed is this day and blessed is the day when we take the time and go to the cemetery to pray near Father Ghelasie’s grave, our beloved father Father Ghelasie had loved us all without discrimination, despite our being so different from one another, he looked after us until his last moment, he brought us together, he taught us how to tolerate each other, how to live in peace It is very easy for dissension to appear between us, even in the case of the old monks who should be more clement, more forgiving Father Ghelasie was a monk and he loved very much the monastic ways depicted in the ceremony for taking the monastic vows, as the person who is to become monk states that he desires a monastic life: “Thus, with God’s help, honorable Father” Even if we live in a monastic community we must never forget that we have promised before our Lord to 21 live an ascetic life as written in the Euchologion in the ordination ceremony Father Ghelasie continually struggled throughout his life to keep our minds and hearts awake, so as not to forget these holy promises One day I heard Father Ghelasie saying that for him eating was not a problem anymore because, after many searches and endeavors, he had found the way, he knew what and how much to eat The food issue is a very important matter for the monks, especially in the beginning, during the first years Not so long ago, a book was edited by the Doxology Publishing House: The nourishment for blissful monastic life, about the monks’ interdiction against meat, book written by Archimandrite Luca, the Exarch of the Neamţ County monasteries Even the Pious Vasile from Poiana Mărului wrote a booklet about the monastic interdiction against meat At Frăsinei, Saint Calinic declared anathema on all the monks eating meat and all women entering the holy monastery, calling upon all to respecting the boundary set once and for all There are few people who do mind these very relevant things, chiseled in stone by Saint Calinic To this extent, Father Ghelasie is a true proof of that, as he had rightly followed this holy rule imposed by Saint Calinic And when needed, when this rule had been broken, he fought without fear, so that the awareness would be kept awake and Saint Calinic’s rule would be obeyed, otherwise our souls would be lost Archimandrite Luca discusses in his book what a monk should eat, how a monk should nourish himself, tackling the key issue of the non-eating of meat – an issue of its own, a canonical rule, existing from the very beginnings of monastic life Father Ghelasie would often say: “Oh my, this huge belly!” meaning, willy-nilly, the stomach rumbles and must be minded, as everyone must eat something This very aspect of nourishment and how one related to that, was very important for Father Ghelasie 22 There are very few people who understood Father Ghelasie when he wrote the book Spiritual nourishment about the monastic bread Many considered he had fallen into heresy, as he intertwined the idea of spirituality, of grace with the wheat flat-bread baked in the sun We are dealing with misinterpretations of the Father’s words, as many fathers who pronounced themselves on this issue have faced the same situation The Orthodox fasting is first of all a matter of quantity, not of quality, i e the most important thing is to eat less, to restrain yourself – and what you eat does not matter that much Father Joseph the Hesychast used to eat a variety of foods when it was allowed, but all these foods were scaled to the last milligram We must emphasize the fact that it would be appropriate for all those who have loved Father Ghelasie to at least try to live the way he lived Reading father Ghelasie’s books or writing about those books is not enough You must also put them into practice It has often crossed my mind and I have often been asked by many people interested in Father Ghelasie’s books whether there are any practitioners of the Carpathian Hesychasm, whether there are any followers of Father Ghelasie, praying in accordance with the Iconic practice and eating the way Father Ghelasie did and taught It is very important that there are still some persons who have not forgotten Father Ghelasie’s words, persons who feed upon Avva’s words and put those words into practice as well as they can As I have mentioned before, Father Ghelasie loved very much those who had the courage to abandon the world and embrace the monastic life – but embrace monastic life not to waste time or get tangled in various things, but to truly live the monastic way Father Ghelasie is now more relevant than ever, if we realize the difficult times we are facing His presence from beyond will always be a strengthening – both for the monks of Frăsinei and for the monks from other 23 monasteries – in the fight against the temptations and challenges to come Many have wondered what Father Ghelasie would have done were he still alive, facing these hardships of life, pushed to and fro by passions and by inimical demons, undergoing various extremes I had heard Father Ghelasie say that being a monk meant in fact 90 percent nourishment, referring to everyone’s fight with the passion of gluttony This assertion might seem an exaggeration to most people, something reductionist and alien from what the Holy Fathers taught In order to understand the depth of this truth hiding behind the statement, we must heed the similar words written by the Holy Fathers, we must not see Father Ghelasie as being an isolated case in a remote place, a singularity or a strangeness Father Ghelasie quenched his thirst like a deer from the Holy Fathers’ springs of wisdom, he did not just appear out of nowhere, he did not write his book out of the blue, just to shock some people In The life, teachings and prophecies of Saint Seraphim of Sarov written by Irina Gorainova – who graduated Theology with a thesis about kenosis, translated into Romanian by the Bessarabian hieromonk Nicodim Ioniță, the author of the monastic best-seller God’s volunteers (a monastic ABC) – writes on page 29: “Father Seraphim considered fasting to be very important ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, before beginning his redeeming work with the human race’ he said ‘strengthened himself through a long fasting period And all the people following in His footsteps took the path of the cross only after fasting first They measured their progress upon this path according to their progress with their fasting ’ Saint Seraphim himself, once he became a hermit, would eat only a little monastic bread brought from the monastery, most of which he gave to the wild beasts (just the way Saint John Jacob had done, feeding the birds with the bread and the grapes brought to him by his disciple Ioanichie Pârâială from the refectory of the 24 Hozeva monastery), some potatoes, onions and beets which he would grow in his garden In time, he decided he could do without the bread Afterwards, he stopped growing his vegetables (as an example we have the life of Saint Ilarion of Gaza in the 4th century) What did he eat? He ate a sort of herb called ‘horny goat weed’ ‘I harvest it and put it in a small pot, add some water and place it on the stove You can make a pretty good soup out of it I dry it and I eat it during winter, and the brothers wonder what delicacies I eat And I, said the Father artfully, eat goat weed But I don’t tell anyone about my food!’” From Saint Seraphim’s words we can see that fasting is essential in a monk’s life – although fasting does not deliver us as they sometimes say -fasting is but a means, an instrument that helps one follow the evangelical commands, a vital element of the monastic askesis Fasting is the engine that drives the monastic askesis and moreover, it is the barometer for the striving of acquiring the virtues, showing us where we stand in our ascent on the spiritual path, as a kind of humbling awareness, preventing our self-conceited imagining that we have bettered our passions, making us aware of the fact that we are far from mortification This truth spoken by Saint Seraphim can be found at other holy fathers as well In The Journal of a Recluse5 written by Reverend Father George of Zadonks (ed Sophia, 2013), we can read that: “The voluntarily locked recluse did not eat every day and on the days he allowed himself to eat, he ate only at nightfall The followers around his hut always prepared for him a quarter of a pound (a pound is about half a kilogram, and a quarter of a pound is 125 grams) of white bread and a 5 A recluse (the Romanian zăvorât literally means locked up) is a monk- hermit who chooses to live for a certain period completely locked into a hut or cloister room in order to spend more time in undisturbed prayer (TN) 25 bushel or a jug of water with a little vinegar in it And because he did not meet them every day, they used to leave for him two days in advance a five kopeck bun and two cups of vinegar-water and nothing more” (p 36) We can read the same thing in the Philokalia, vol X, at Saint Isaac the Syrian, in Teachings XXVI, About the incessant fasting and settling down in one place And what results from this Their strict use is learned through rightful and common sense knowledge (pp 141-150) “The foundation of all blessing and the liberation of the soul from the enemy’s captivity, the path that leads to light and to life is made up of these two things: settling oneself in one place (1) and incessant fasting (2), restraining yourself, to refrain from the passion of gluttony with wisdom and sobriety (1), while in a constant spiritual disposition, incessantly meditating and thinking about God (2)” (p 142) When the issue of nourishment is being tackled by the Holy Fathers and by Father Ghelasie, it is not seen as a concern and a preoccupation with our daily bread, it is more about the art of fasting I do remember how father Ghelasie would teach us to obey the Reverend Father and to observe the meal attendance – a practice established by Saint Calinic, the founder of the Frăsinei Monastery We would often complain to father Ghelasie that we were unable to refrain from eating our meals in order to observe the canon he had given us after confession, that is, to only eat those foods he allowed us to eat Father Ghelasie would tell us that if we could not pass this test, then we were not meant for monastic life He himself used to come to the meals bringing his own little bowl of mash, constantly spooning it, eating from it from time to time This irritated a lot of persons who perceived it as though the Father was defying them with his mash made out of ground wheat and garden vegetables I myself never sensed anything ostentatious in Father Ghelasie’s attitude, as he himself could have complained of being 26 hassled and disturbed by the appetizing smell of fried fish and of other dishes served at the table The Reverend Father Abbot had labeled those who went to Father Ghelasie to confess and who followed certain advice given by him, as “the sect of the fasting monks”, but Father Ghelasie regarded that with peace and serenity, telling us to be humble and not be intimidated that we were being considered “sectarians”, to bear everything with joy for the love of the “all too beautiful hermitage” – seen not as a physical place in itself but as an inner feeling of assuming all the monastic hardships under the form and shape in which they came, without fussing about the lack of necessary conditions Father told us that one had to live the monastic life as father Arsenie Praja did, under the normal, daily circumstances offered by the monastery There had also been moments of tension, when the demons set themselves into motion, fanning the flames of discontent, generating tense situations between the Reverend Father and Father Ghelasie as spiritual father Those who confessed to Father Ghelasie and wanted to follow the path of monastic life, who were not satisfied with a canonical confession, received a list of the foods they were allowed to eat and a list of those they had to avoid For some monks, these lists seem suspicious even now, but if they read The Ladder of Divine Ascent (Philokalia, vol 9) written by Saint John Climacus, they would be confronted with the same thing Asking Father Ghelasie, as confessor/spiritual father, to give his disciples leave to eat what was being served at the refectory, obliged the Reverend Father Abbot Neonil to assume being their confessor/spiritual father “I do allow them, but I will not hear their confessions anymore”, said Father Ghelasie “Your Holiness should hear their confessions, because I, as spiritual father, am obliged to help them fight their passions, and some of them cannot do this by eating the tempting food from the refectory which renders them unable to restrain” 27 In the beginning, a lot of monks and brothers went to father Ghelasie to confess their sins, but in time many pulled away, going to other more clement confessors/ spiritual fathers Some of his followers simply rebelled, not being able to stand these food lists anymore (not eating fish, omelette, fried eggs, bean-mash, fried chips – explosive foods, as father used to call them – not drinking juices, wine, beer, schnapps, young-wine; not eating sweets – chocolate, wafers, chocolate and cream biscuits, etc ) From my point of view there was nothing out of the ordinary in this practice, or nothing that was not confirmed by the Philokalic writings Anyone can read Saint John the Climacus’ The Ladder of Divine Ascent and realize that this holy Father had acted just like Father Ghelasie did I can remember that after 1989, father Caliopie Georgescu – who had taken the monastic vows at Frăsinei and afterwards became the Reverend Father of the Lainici Monastery, succeeding father Calinic Caravan (a great Hesychast of the Romanian Patericon), Exarch of the monasteries of the Craiova Metropolitan Bishopric – struggled to gather all the abbots of the monasteries from Moldavia and Oltenia and persuade them to ban the habit of eating meat in the monasteries Those who opposed the strongest were the abbots of the Moldavian monasteries I also remember that I told father Ghelasie once that he was wrong about the fact that the monks were drinking too much But Father Ghelasie looked at me as if I were a chump, who in his own naivety believed that all that glitters was gold, and told me in an admonishing tone: “Hey, what do you know? They suck like serpents once they lay their hands on a glass or a bottle of booze ” I will put down some words from Saint John the Climacus’ Ladder, words that are to me the norm and should be taken as law for any monk and brother: “Evagrie the God forsaken thought himself to be wiser than the wise, both in words and understanding But he was proven wrong, as he was 28 more ignorant than the ill-advised, in this as in many other things For he advises: when the soul lusts for various foods it should restrain itself with water and bread What he did can be compared to ordering a child to climb the whole ladder in one step But upon rejecting this order we say: the soul lusts for various foods requesting what nature calls its own That’s why we must use a trick against this very shrewd passion And if we are not overcome by some heavy temptation or if we are not at risk from some immediate fall or weakness, then we should first give up the fattening foods, and afterwards the foods that stir our passions and lastly, the foods that give us pleasure If it is possible, feed the belly with food that is filling and easy to digest, so that satiating the belly we shall satiate its cravings and through the easy digestion we shall escape the passions as we would escape whipping We should be on the lookout for the foods that cause flatulence, because we will realize that they also stir the passions” (par 8-9, pp 214-215) Reading Saint John the Climacus’ words we can clearly see that Father Ghelasie teaches the same things He would tell us that we should eat monastic bread, greens from the garden (he insisted upon eating greens, saying that we would get cirrhosis if didn’t), raw vegetables and fruit (not too sweet) and drink water (2 liters a day); but we should stay away from the explosive foods from the refectory (once in a while we could eat cooked food such as a potato soup, but we should not be greedy; after years and years of eating cooked food one cannot completely stop because the memories of these foods remain and become active when you least expect it) and also avoid the foods mentioned in the list of foods and drinks he did not give us leave to eat Being close to Father Ghelasie, always near him, I could observe him every day, he could not hide from me Father Ghelasie was a great abstinent from all points of view not only regarding the food (how many 29 monks or regular people can today use the computer as a mere writing-tool; Father Ghelasie never used the computer for images – only for the texts, texts which also appear as images, but nothing else) His favorite food while being a layman had been fried cabbage, but if he had eaten just a bit of it he would have died, as he himself stated (his liver could not take this food anymore) Father Ghelasie’s diet first targeted the people suffering from various organic illnesses The monks, just like many laymen, suffer from various diseases and this must be taken into consideration (as they cannot eat what is being cooked in the monastery’s kitchen because it harms their health) Once I saw in Father’s hut a doughnut or a bagel taken from the refectory, which was only missing a small piece, as he did not touch it a second time Many monks desire to eat the way Saint Seraphim of Sarov, Saint George the Recluse, Saint Joseph the Hesychast, Saint John Jacob and Saint Paisios the Athonite ate – of course when their eagerness gets the better of them and feel the need to start living a genuine monastic life – but they do not want to understand that this is very difficult for our feeble nature (as Father Ghelasie would say: our chemical brain), as we are no longer the stout, vigorous people of the former days Many monks and laymen will understand in time that Father Ghelasie’s books are very useful, just like Saint John the Climacus’ Ladder and the writings of the other Holy Fathers One can get to know father Ghelasie – his personality and the legacy of his writings – in an empirical way, if I may use this expression, that is, by starting with the food, by trying to change your way of life One cannot write about Father Ghelasie by any means, irresponsibly, just for the sake of writing You would have to devote yourself to this task, to take your time diligently reading his books I do appreciate all those people who have written about father Ghelasie with God’s Grace (especially 30 Florin Caragiu, Gabriel Memelis, father Neofit, Carmen Caragiu – God rest her soul) I am sorry that I have almost completely neglected writing, that I have abandoned the minute recording of all the things my memory has stored in the fleeting flight of time – it is an irreclaimable loss Apart from the Father Ghelasie we can find in the pages of his own writings, there is another Father Ghelasie, his living image, as all of us who had the joy of sitting next to him can remember I have written these pages in a hurry without taking the time to go back upon my words, without proofreading, trying, at least in this way, not to refuse to write at least some lines, as you have asked me to do when you came to the monastery I could write so many things but I would have to explain some things, to accentuate others, to gather myself from the paths of too many concerns (Hyerodeacon Vlasie Simionica, the Holy Monastery of Frăsinei) * Father Ghelasie – the fool for icon-ing6 (living within the icon) – fosters the exception that proves the rule With his barrel he draws the whole monastery’s attention to the fact that the meaning of faith is to stay-remain within the icon Patriarch Germanos provides the impeccable definition that has not been changed from the Ist millennium till today: “Earthly is that which can be seen, yet meaning is beyond heaven” Careful, it is not from heaven, but beyond heaven Thus, beyond heaven is the place where the Trinity lies and lives, ubiquitous as it is That is Its realm, beyond heaven The angels are in heaven The fact that they can be seen does not mean that they have not also been created Consequently, an earthly image whose meaning transcends heaven is beyond heaven Icon-ing means to permanently stand, without change, as Avva would say: “Prostrate in prostrating / Stand as 6 I believe it is meant to call to mind the expression Fool for Christ (TN) 31 you would within the icon / Without change, / In an incommensurable icon-ing ” What incommensurability does it refer to? It refers to the incommensurability of the understanding which is beyond heaven And one has the chance to do this This is what Christianity is all about I am simplifying it very much, because he has theologized a lot, with an overwhelming talent and theologians should theologize about that I consider him to be a revealer and interpreter of mysteries, a mystagogue, and I believe he is unique In our country, in our Orthodox civilization, I think he is the only one But he reaches far beyond the physical space of our country, exquisitely Whoever reads his books carefully, can observe that he evokes other places, the Athonite, the Sinaitic, the Eastern-European spirituality etc , so as not to cause a divergence, but he clearly claims that the Carpathian iconic represents the primary, most powerful, most accessible form to man (Academician Sorin Dumitrescu) * Our access to our own being, to our uniqueness, is a mystery7 And just like in the case of every mystery, we cannot take part in the mystery of our singularity of being, we cannot contemplate and reveal it to the others in any other way except on our knees, that is, in prayer, in dialogue with God Within the Christic and iconic ritual, to which he responded through humbleness-prostration, prayer and worship, Father Ghelasie discovered his own image And discovering within the Icon of the Son his own image of son, he has revealed it to us – sons of the same loving Father 7 When we use mystery in translation, its understanding is, more or less specifically, connected to the mysteries of Orthodox Church, even when the reference is not directly to the Seven Holy Mysteries/ Sacraments themselves (TN) 32 In his “face to face” dialogues or in the epistolary ones – dialogues bearing the sweet scent of the Father’s familiarity with Heaven – Avva quite clearly revealed himself to us, showing us his inner and outer image ( ) Father Ghelasie’s inner self-portrait, reflected in his dialogues, not to speak of other reflections, bears numerous touches-contours of great delicacy, displaying the innermost mystical iconic of his being However, we mention here only those contours and colors which reveal his creed and which disclose those distinctive Carpathian traits, against the background of the Orthodox universality Father Ghelasie was an Orthodox monk, faithful to the Eastern tradition and to the Carpathian mystical iconic tradition converging with the former “You should know that – under the circumstances of a most contradictory spirituality such as we experience nowadays – we, Christians, must first of all emphasize our Orthodox theological ways [ ] I myself do try to make this inclusion in the basic theological references of the Holy Fathers ”8 His guiding fathers have been at the same time Saint Maximus the Confessor, Saint Gregory Palamas and the Holy Fathers of the Eastern Orthodox Church, in general, but also the Romanian hermits Neofit and Arsenie Praja His mystical pursuits were the result of his choice of monastic life, because the spirit of the mystic tradition is the fresh “air” (the pneuma) – from the highest peaks and near the abysses – inhaled by the Orthodox monk Steadfast and faithful preserver of the teachings of the Holy Fathers, Avva Ghelasie was also a dynamic interpreter of the Eastern Orthodox tradition, thus achieving a wonderful intertwining between the faithfulness in regard to the Truth and its hermeneutical actualization within the 8 „Dialoguri Diogenice cu Părintele Ghelasie”, interviews made, corrected and commented by drd teol Gabriel MEMELIS, in vol Iconarul iubirii dumnezeieşti, Ed Platytera, Bucureşti, 2004, p 70 33 (post)modern context: “That’s why I cannot say I have a special message to deliver, I [am only trying to make] a mere actualization of the Christian message, like Father Stăniloae said, within the general context of the spiritual contemporaneity” (Ibid ) The same truth is expressed in a more clear and distinct way by Avva from Frasinei, in another dialogue: “I believe that what the Holy Fathers said must be retold, I mean it must be brought to actuality, described for our understanding, made audible also in the ears of the present [ ] As far as I am concerned, I am not saying anything new, absolutely nothing new, I have no entitlement from this, as I have neither invented the gunpowder nor the steam-engine; but what I want with all my heart is to emphasize two-three aspects where things have remained static for such a long time that they have ended up in oblivion And I do this my own way, as I know best, as the simpleton Ghelasie that I am ”9 The common background of the Eastern orthodox Philokalic spirituality, according to father Ghelasie, is transposed in specific characteristics and attire Thus, apart from the Sinaitic, Athonite, Eastern-European character of the Orthodox spirituality, Avva also talks about a Carpathian characteristic of this common Orthodox spirituality, leaving others the joy of exploring this characteristic: “For myself, I found in the Ardeal region, the tradition of the hermits from the Apuseni mountains who follow the practice of the hermits from the Râmeţ monasteries I have identified here a somewhat distinguished specific, which indicates the very autochthonous characteristic that does not come into contradiction with the common Philokalic background I must emphasize the fact that the Philokalic background remains common – it represents that certain transposed 9 Cătălin CIOABĂ, „Literă moartă, literă vie”, in vol Ghelasie Isihastul, Iubitorul de Dumnezeu, Ed Platytera, Bucureşti, 2004, p 205 34 spirituality of the Holy Spirit – but transposed in its own, individual forms In this respect, one can say that I am trying to emphasize a specific of our Romanian monastic life, giving it a kind of shape and at the same time, a distinction So, let’s consider this to be one of my endeavors, a sort of warning, prompting us to continue the search ”10 Intuitively knowing, with his characteristic insight, that many severe errors and errancies could arise from the specific national spirituality issue, Father would warn us: “However, one must avoid the extreme belief that the Carpathian Hesychasm is superior to all the others or that it could add something extra, in the sense of adding up an invention to the common Philokalic background; this background, I do repeat, remains the same, as it is only transposed, clad in specific characteristics ” But, to be more precise, what would this national specific Carpathian character of the universal Orthodox spirituality consist of? Following the tradition of the hermits from the Râmeţi area, Father Ghelasie calls the specific character of the Romanian Orthodoxy iconic But how is this designation justified historically and from the point of view of the doctrine? “Why do I call it iconic? Because they say that the hermits from the Apuseni mountains called themselves ‘iconari’ (icon-makers/icon-worshipers); not in the sense of being painters of icons, but because they had a special devoutness towards the icon, practicing a specific mystic of the icon They were authentic bearers of icon, of the iconic image, meaning that their way of relating to the Christian theological mysticism was embodied in this sense ” This iconic is generated by the very rich, natural environment of the Apuseni mountains and by the particular equilibrium through which the relationship 10 „Dialoguri Diogenice cu Părintele Ghelasie”, p 72 35 between soul and body defines itself in the eyes of the Romanian people The Carpathian character, centered upon the mystic of the icon, confers a special value to both body and liturgical rite, as a language of the body The mystic of the icon is the mystic of the Hypostatization/ Embodiment revealing to us not just how the carnal, the material can be transfigured but also how the spiritual can materialize “I repeat once more, in the Carpathian iconic sense the whole mystery is not how to switch from the material to the spiritual, from body to spirit; but – and I must emphasize – the mystery is how to pass from the spiritual, from the spirit, into some form of embodiment that can take part to the actual spirituality If in the general traditional sense of the Holy Fathers’ and the Athonite theology, what is carnal/corporal must strive to become spiritual, the Carpathian character affirms that the spiritual11 spiritualized12 does not pass to a superior level, does not isolate itself and does not seek to engage the corporal, the bodily, the material part in order to elevate it to the spiritual, but the spiritual itself becomes somehow an even more palpable/evident embodiment of the spiritualized – to such an extent that at a certain point, the material, corporal part becomes a sanctuary, a shrine, even a kind of Eucharistic prefiguration” 13 This iconic specific14 of Romanian monasticism is the very way in which the Romanian people has preserved, through its ancestral heavenly memory – which is a sort of nostalgia of paradise 11 ‘Spiritual’ is used as a noun here referring to a person’s religious- spiritual individuality (TN) 12 Înduhovnicit – spiritualized means having attained a level of ‘saintliness’/connection/closeness to God through askesis, prayer, and the Holy Mysteries, and of course being under the guidance and obedience of a spiritual father, not doing one’s own will (TN) 13 „Dialoguri Diogenice ”, p 74 14 ‘Specific’ is also used as noun referring to the character, the particular nature of spirituality in this area (Romanian – Carpathian) (TN) 36 – the unitary image of man as (both and at the same time15) body and soul The spiritual Thraco-Dacian character “has overlapped to a very large extent over the essential Christian idea: the Embodiment of God”16 Through embodiment, God takes human form in order to restore the icon from within, i e performs an iconic act But being equally the oblation of God’s Son for the world (For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son ), the Embodiment is also communion/Eucharist The Son, the Icon of the Father, becomes body which is being broken for the forgiveness of our sins, i e it becomes the Eucharistic body Thus we see how the iconic intertwines with the embodiment and Eucharist in the Romanian mind and understanding expressed by Avva Ghelasie Consequently, the iconic unites and implies the embodiment and the Eucharist: “The icon becomes a kind of Eucharistic prefiguration which reveals this very mystery of the unseen being transformed into body of Eucharist Thus, for the Carpathian character the icon is neither a mere representation, nor a mere modality of passing from the seen to the unseen, from body to spirit; but it is something else, it is this very mystery wherein the Divine becomes body and communion-Eucharist, being able to be communicated in this way The value of the communion-Eucharist is not so much that it makes us spiritualized, but the fact that it summons this spiritual to descend into a seen-concrete part of our reality that we can literally eat and which becomes integral part of the very conscience of our whole ontology at the same time as soul, body and spirit ”17 A monk of both heights and depths, Father Ghelasie did not seek, as people like Mircea Eliade did, a cave in the Himalayas for attaining some arrogant self-knowledge, 15 Translator’s note and emphasis 16 Ibidem, p 76 17 Ibidem, p 77 37 but he came to know our everyday – Good – Merciful – larger-than-cosmos God, in the privacy of the tin-roofed barrel from Frăsinei Recalling the skeptics who did not trust Avva Ghelasie’s Orthodox authenticity, I conclude with Avva’s own words: “I ask for forgiveness for it all and I humbly receive ‘reprimand and bettering’ I hope in this way not to be ‘forsaken’, but to be a ‘meek one’ asking for the ‘Loving Mercy’” (Father Jean Nedelea18, The Orthodox Theological Faculty, University of Bucharest) * Father Ghelasie was not a regular person Although a simple man, he could see things in a special way His swinging walk, elegant gestures, serene look directed towards the sky, clear and gentle voice, iconic aspect and gravely monastic traits, with an untiring ardor for the beauty and for the soft blueness of the sky, beardless (the beard being sometimes a hidden pride of the monk), his image brought to mind a second Paul of Xiropotamu Naturally, to such a life he had a language to match He would express himself freely, spontaneously, without restraint or prejudices, just as he lived Although he loved silence, he couldn’t pass by a person without addressing a word of joy Always vivacious, gleeful, he meditated and wrote at the same fruitful pace He was very much loved by the youth and by the intellectuals, to the surprise of many fellow monks These qualities were God’s gift upon him and not everybody could see that 18 Excerpt from Pr Lect dr Jean Nedelea, (Auto)Portretul Părintelui Ghelasie în dialogurile sale (Inaugural Conference of the third National Colloquium dedicated to father Ghelasie from Frăsinei, „Transilvania” Univ Braşov, 24 noiembrie 2011) 38 He served at the altar like a child, free of passions, slightly swinging as if in an attempt of trying to put us at ease The only thing which intimidated him was the quarreling between people He did not know how to react to it and he never reacted, he only suffered He sometimes became grieved, but he was not sad He took a great interest in God’s clean medicine He thought like a biologist, he oriented himself like a geographer, he talked like a scientist and he prayed like an angel – oblivious of the body He did not wear special or ironed clothing, neither soft nor modern footwear He died just the way he lived like a saint (Father Ilie Danteş Bobăianu from the Slănic-Argeş Monastery, in the volume Ghelasie the Hesychast, the Lover of God, Playterra Publishing House, Bucharest, 2004, p 90) * I clearly and distinctly saw Father Ghelasie on three occasions at the Frăsinei Monastery The first time he was addressing a group when a colleague pointed him out to me On a second occasion, I watched him during the Divine Liturgy through the open doors of the altar I thought his way of performing the religious services to be fascinating The third time, I approached him, asking him about a problem that had been bothering me for a long time involving both soul and body He spoke to me softly, steadily, but at a certain point he suddenly stopped and left I was under the impression that his behavior was related to one of his particular ways of askesis He seemed to be out-of-this-world, translucent, an ageless man, who impressed through his gravity and the special attention with which he took every step, made every gesture On the evening we spoke, he gave me three books to read I felt the impulse that this exhibition dedicated to Avva Ghelasie should be a description in colors of his atypical 39 image, of what his very presence offered: spirit and matter, flesh and grace and thought, all contained in one iconic gesture, a man who knew how to enjoy his childishness, the novelty of the meeting with a fellowman through an ultimate self-offering and care (George Alexandrescu, plastic artist, opening word on the varnishing day of an exhibition of paintings dedicated to Father Ghelasie) * Avva Ghelasie’s Iconic word has the force of the Evangelical word conveying Divine substance to the common word, thus opening the hidden Mystery doors of the Divine hearing within us And through this Divine gift bestowed upon him, Father Ghelasie is the most profound sigh of the Eastern-European man’s longing for God (Dan Puric) * You would tell me so very often: “My son, you must always be aware of these three things: – the goal you must attain, – the actual spiritual state you are in, – the path you have to follow in order to become what you should be, attaining what the everlasting Trinity has desired for you to be ” You have given me the guiding marks, you have guided me on the path, telling me: ”Knowing the path is one thing, following it is another thing and a different thing altogether is to have followed it up to its end, into eternity ” My response to you, Old-Man Avva, as a son, is precisely not to betray the path you have opened for me, not to deny it and to relentlessly stay on it even when I am hurt You told me once that it was a kind of a vow, an oath 40 of the Practice, a definitive conscientious assumption of the Path I need to follow, as Father Sofronie would say: ”Decide with all your being, irredeemably, for eternity ” * Avva Ghelasie used to say: – It is very delicate and risky to blend the ordinary with the extraordinary, the secular with the holiness, the spiritual with the material Most people believe that the spiritual represents a total exit out of worldly, bodily matters But you are at the same time body and soul and through these two you perform the spiritual work If your body is contrary and destructive, then how can you perform the spiritual work? The same thing applies to the soul The spiritual work is commonly reduced to the uttered prayer Many people hurriedly and swiftly utter a little bit of prayer, thinking they have also become spiritualized The Christian spiritualization is: keeping constant connection with the holy mysteries, assuming the holy work within oneself both body and soul, transforming one’s whole being into that which is holy Many people make only an apparent connection with a superficial prayer, fasting a little, gaining some seeming virtues, avoiding great sins But few are the people who commit themselves in both body and soul to a spiritual work It is wrong to think that the spiritual work must only act upon the soul Do the work of a whole man with your entire being, body and soul Start with your ABCs * About the folly of deceiving oneself through bad example19 (sminteală), Avva said that it was only in our head If we 19 Sminteală refers to being deceived or derailed from the right path through bad example People, especially spiritualized men and leaders have a great responsibility not to derail others through their bad living example (TN) 41 fell for that, it meant that we were not committed persons, and if we are not committed we would not able to do anything, no matter where we were Avva’s word had tremendous power when he demanded from us to be committed people and stop playing games; it had such clarity and transparency that indeed you could no longer find any use for those little white lies you frequently told yourself * Not long before, my attention had been caught by one of English literature’s most prominent short-story writer – Katherine Mansfield – I had read all her books in a few days (together with Virginia Woolf she is one of the best prose writers) Father Ghelasie never stopped me Why do we need this drift into the space of culture when we have everything from the Holy Fathers? This is a moment’s madness, folly, errancy I might get something out of this too Father Ghelasie never stopped me, maybe also because he saw I could not have done otherwise, and if I tried it would have lead to some psychotic outcome – he would always warn us not to let ourselves into making the psycho-pathology of things – be careful, you just made the psycho-pathology of things, or be careful you are making the psycho-pathology of things again (Hierodeacon Vlasie) * Once I asked him about obedience He said that this must not lead to sin If it made you sin, it stopped being obedience anymore As an example of good obedience, he would give the example with the boulder, moving it to and fro for a thousand times without asking why and what for At least through such movement the body would cleanse a little and the mind also would become more humble and would settle into its rightful place But when it comes to obedience with insinuation and influence toward sin, do forgive, it is better not to obey 42 * Before meeting Avva, I used to be a very grumpy and irritable person Once, I went to the monastery and during confession he gave me the canon to be merry He would say: ”Don’t let me see you walking around the monastery with this saintly face so that the fathers may see you with that pious look” This is how I completely got rid of that condition Once, being very upset because of the various difficulties I was facing, I went to the monastery and right after church service, Avva had been serving at the altar, he came straight to me and seeing me standing in the church he told me: ”Hey, my son, what are you doing? Have you risen from the dead?” It was as if he took away all my sorrows, I could no longer understand why I used to see all those things so negatively These are but bits of examples of how the Father used to relate to the people around him with great joy * The reconcilement with the world was another issue he would confront me with During confession, many times he would ask me if I were at peace with the world It is very important to have this spirit of peace with the world, because only in this way can you prostrate before God If one is torn by contradictions and grudges with one’s fellowmen, how could one prostrate before God from Above? He would not give too many pieces of advice regarding this subject, but the way he spoke them offered you an example of simplicity and purity, such as they should be, relations without hidden motifs or hypocrisy * Another concern he showed, especially regarding the intellectuals, was physical activity He always told me to move, to walk, to take long walks, even practise a sport if 43 possible Physical activity is crucial because this is the way toxins are eliminated from the body and the energies do not become clogged into your head This is a great risk especially for those who work at a desk, sitting all day long doing brainwork Thus, beside food, his other big concern was physical activity Metanies were included here, metanies play a big part in the prostration ritual and in the preparation for prayer * A disciple once admitted to Avva: “Father, I suffer from a big burden upon my soul, as I often feel that I do not have enough time and the work I do is done while I am being tense, and this habit of doing the work in a tense state exhausts me and weakens my focus on God” Avva Ghelasie answered: “Măi, tăticule, how can you not have time? Why, man is above time! You must not let your mind dwell on the idea that man does not have time; you do what you can, but without hurrying, and you must not panic because you will do worse by panicking, listen to me! And whatever you cannot do, leave it to God Man’s measure of time is eternity, not this haste which ruins the mind ” * A studious young man once came to see Avva Ghelasie for advice The young man’s spiritual pursuits targeted the monastic path, and he was wondering worried how he could take all his precious books with him and continue dedicating himself to their study, while being in the monastery Father answered: “Măi, tăticule, what’s with all this study, you shall read there sometimes too, but first of all you shall strive to put into practice what you have read There comes a time to put things into practice Not knowledge is paramount, but your opening of mystery 44 towards receiving from God the image of living a spiritualized life ” * Avva bemoaned the formulism of thought and of spiritual experience, the result of a mechanized, technical- utilitarian, even magical-occultist approach to reality “The youth of today has chemical brain”, he would say at times “They do not want to think using their own brain, they just want to get the formula and apply it, just push the button and expect it to work ” Even in the pursuit of the spiritualized life, man looks for the “easy way out” of the mechanical application but which depersonalizes man * Father Ghelasie would say: – Move forward with the strength, trust of faith and of God’s love! The hardships and the temptations are very useful, they are the only ones that “make us wiser” and bestow upon us the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit * He said that is was very important for a mother to stay at home to take care of her young children at least until they were at least one year old, so that they could have a solid psyche The child’s psyche develops until the age of one, and it reflects the mother’s care and protection * In 1992 I went on a pilgrimage to the monastery and I also met Avva there, whom previously I had only known from his books What I remember from his words is something that I would never have thought of Talking about a disabled person, he said that this person was like the saint of the family and must be taken care of as one would care for a saint He was the one to redeem the 45 family and if we would extrapolate such suffering persons belong to the whole nation, not just to the family, that’s why they need special attention from both Church and state * Avva Ghelasie would say with a sense of humor filled with spiritualizing strength when someone complained about the hardships and passions of the world: “Măi, tăticule, it is said that heaven is now on earth!” “How so, Avva?” “Well, isn’t it said that in heaven the lamb and the wolf hang out together? Well, this is just the way it is now, can’t you see? The bad and the good must hang out together so that they can get along somehow, at home, at work, everywhere The ones with eagerness toward the spiritual fervor live amidst the others, unknown, secretly praying and God is acting through them And so, without noticing, God changes bad into good ” * Father calmed down a person who was rather passionate about judging some events: “Măi, tăticule, are you better? We should all mind the really important things and everything shall settle down properly You should do first what another cannot do ” * – How do you perceive death, the departure of the soul from the body? What happens to man? Father Ghelasie: Death is like an amputation of the body, like cutting a leg: the Person, the Image, the self- identity remain * A disciple once came to Avva, he was very ill and worn out after a period of exhaustion 46 – Look at the bees, said Avva, whose obedience was looking for the bees back then They have an extraordinary vitality because they also have moments of accumulation, when they just stand still This is how you should do, stop for a couple of times during the day before the icon, or if you are doing a chore, wherever you may be, just stand in prostration before God Even if you are very busy, you should take these little and private pauses of mystery, even if it is only for a few seconds, in order to calm down and “recharge” Staying in prostration the energy flow stops and you open up to God’s work which gives you strength in weakness The Fathers had the seven praises and the prayer of the incessant prostration, but we are so busy and pressed for time and resources, burdened by the daily chores, that we often find no time for liturgising before God And this is what weakens us, what drains us of our spiritual vigor However, these pauses for prostration and prayer, no matter how short they may be, they constitute small praises, which awaken and protect the conscience and the liturgising will, extinguishing the passions and preventing the drainage of bodily and spiritual energy ” * Avva was visited by many people confronted with great problems caused by the enemy’s20 attempts to harm them, either through diseases of the soul, or through other people seeking vengeance upon them Avva calmed them down, settled their unrest and panic through simple words: “Stay calm, it will be all right Do not worry, do not get upset, măi, tăticule, we shall pray too and with God’s and our Virgin Mary’s mercy all shall pass Come on, măi, tăticule, do not be scared, these all come from God, to test us a little ” Afterwards, the people Father Ghelasie 20 Devil (TN) 47 had prayed for, returned to thank him for the unexpected solving of their problems “Why do you thank me, măi, tăticule, we all should thank God, we only pray with our meager abilities, but He is the One who delivers us ” * Father Ghelasie once told one of his disciples who was confessing having yet again committed the same sin: “Măi, tăticule, what penance shall I give you? The most important canon is not to commit that sin anymore!” As a person remarked once, Father Ghelasie had the gift of awakening a gleeful contrition, oriented towards the future, sensitizing the hearts who poured out their confession * Father Ghelasie once told one of his disciples who was very consumed by external actions and worries: “Măi, tăticule, when it rains and there is a storm, even the cattle must be taken to shelter Man all the more so, as he is not like an animal, he must stay inside ” Surprised at first, the disciple understood that Avva was referring to the state of inner focus, necessary for the spiritual work in the midst of the events of life * – Avva, how can I get rid of these worries that consume and torment me? – Măi, tăticule, you simply cannot be carefree in this world You get rid of cares in the monastery The cross of the person living in the world is his cares, just as the monk’s cross is his obedience But do not mind the worries, think boldly – So, I should not worry because of them – Măi, tăticule, you are asking nonsense, as if you had a chemical brain! What did you not understand? Do not try to seem more humble than you naturally are 48 * Father Ghelasie appreciated immensely God’s infinite discretion and silence of mystery, respecting man’s will and leaving room for its free and loving oblation That’s why he recommended that the ritual of standing in God’s presence through prayer be made in the secrecy of the heart, without deliberately standing out before the others, but rather hidden and unknown by anyone “Măi, tăticule, said Avva, do not show off ” This discretion guards one against the worm of vainglory and preserves the eagerness and the strength of incessant liturgising * Avva once said to a university professor who was complaining about the students’ level of knowledge and their lack of interest and inability to grasp the depths of the subjects: “Măi, tăticule, what can one do, there are big problems nowadays But you should try to be wise Măi, tăticule, look at the professors that used to be, they could embrace the whole culture and could bring it to life while they lectured The courses were filled with references and a mysterious beauty, which attracted and enlightened the students They did not limit themselves to simply throwing some formulas on the blackboard and leaving afterwards You should try to receive that enlightenment from God and pass it on, that’s what the teachers are supposed to do ” * Avva told us that once he had been accused of “balcony Hesychasm” Father Ghelasie was thrilled by the expression, expression which synthesized much of this sate of prostration He would say, paraphrasing that person: “Yes, father, this is what we should also do, on the balcony, at work and anywhere we may be, we should offer ourselves to the Lord in prostration ” 49 * One of the last pieces of advice he gave me, was the very advice that Avva’s mother used to give him:”Don’t let me be ashamed of you ” This filial relating to life has something of mystery in it and it streams from Avva’s prayers, and God’s mercy strengthens us, the weakest, in this work of revelation of God’s glory and His chosen one in the person of Father Ghelasie * The “key” word that had awakened me from my dormancy was the word “presence” In a certain context, I cannot quite recall which, Father Ghelasie once said something like: “Măi, tăticule, through our prayer we must attain PRESENCE ” In this way of living the prayer, I have completely found myself I have found something I was not looking for, not knowing what to look for, but I have found the “nurture”, the landmark I needed Before even having the slightest experience of the personal prayer, Christ has disclosed to me what it meant to taste His Presence From then on, all I have done was to seek this presence through prayer Through one single “touch”, Christ has oriented my prayer, offering me a direction to follow all my life * Father often advised me to learn something by heart each day, especially holy matters Memory, he said, is directly connected to the re-memorizing of the archetypes and the human spirit is directly connected to this memory The memory disorders are connected to the diseases of the spirit, so it is beneficial to learn by heart and sometimes even mechanically whisper some prayers, only in this way can we awaken in us the true spirit of prayer 50 * “Hey, stop judging, I am giving you canon, măi, tăticule”, he would say when my thought started to turn into passion Avva drew our attention to the fact that we could only see a small part of the mysteries of God’s oeconomy, and often, judging just from what we could grasp, not being enlightened by God’s grace, we would be led into erroneous judgments On the other hand, he said, many times the “revolt is inspired by the devil ” * Concerning pride: having been asked once about how it came he did not feel pride about all the books he had written, he answered: “Well, I have no time for this, either ” He once told a brother who wanted to choose the monastic life that the measure is to stay in the monastery until “there would be fire” * Having been abroad and coming by to see Avva upon returning, we often discussed about uprootal Father Ghelasie was pretty clear regarding this issue If you had been born here, you had all the energies and the marks of the country you had been born into No matter what you did, these marks cannot be erased, you are in harmony with the place and the people there, so you would have to return Also regarding the same problem, being away for studies, many times we would argue about Western science, but Avva was of the opinion that this science had no light in it – being like the light of the stars compared to the light of the sun About us, the Romanians, he would say that we have a specific particularity rising from our connection to the land, the grass, the sun, because it is from here we get the sap and the vigor of life, and not from scientific truths I would ask him what I was 51 supposed to do with the Mathematics and all the science I had been studying Avva said that it was good, that since I had to make a living off something, I had to do it properly More so, it was a good exercise of the mind and it was useful, but I should be ware not to make a mysticism out of it, because it could get ugly * Once, as I went to see Avva, he spoke to me about discontent He said that we somehow had inherited this discontent from the family, that we were never content about what was going on around us and about what we were doing Discontent was something unworthy of a man and generally it only made a person go back to where he started, thus achieving nothing Sometimes I would argue that discontent was good, as it did not keep you in the same spot and that you could do many things if you were unsatisfied with what you had done But Father said that it was a form of protest21 which prevented the act of settling-staying in the iconic gesture (of prostration) He would often underline the fact that we must accept things around us just as they were and offer them to God in prostration * Father Ghelasie used to say that “just like the mother who never sickens or gets scared of the child’s flaws, smelly wounds, contagious diseases, or his screams, but with loving attention and brisk action cleans, changes, watches and takes care of the child, pursuing only his healing and not minding the difficulty of the action, or the disgust or the false, devilish pity, so does the one who finds Christ’s humbleness act towards his fellow-beings ” 21 From Romanian cârteală, the sin of dis-obedience within Orthodoxy, involving rebellion against God’s will (TN) 52 * A monk who used to come to Avva for advice had a great deal of problems with the less than spiritual atmosphere from the monastery “I am being derailed22, Avva, I judge and I fall, and I cannot stay there anymore”, the monk said to Avva, but Avva replied: “Hey, you must stay; how do you expect anything to change if no one carries his God-given cross with manly spirit A monk does not change his place easily You should not take much interest in what the others are doing and especially you should not respond to provocations, you should strictly keep your praying and prostration canon, like the oath of your staying-close-to God Whenever someone mocks or laughs at you, you should shut up and secretly make some metanies for him, only look upon his good side, without the addition of sin What does the nonsense around concern you anyway? Try to be a reliable man yourself and mind your place Let the others say what they want, do not take it to your heart When a monk chooses the monastic life, he steps on his path to crucifixion, he does not look for an easy way out Do not answer the provocations, command into God’s hands whatever is outside your power, do not be inquisitive, try as much as you can to be (alone within your heart) with God In a monastery, the real monks, those who do take Christ’s cross upon their shoulders, are but a few They are often oppressed even by some of the other brothers who cannot understand them, and this happens so that they can sanctify themselves even more, but most of all, they crucify themselves, they become fools to the wisdom of this world, they incessantly exert themselves in order to enter the realm of the encounter with God Where you are, my brother, there are “heavy”, 22 See note 16 above (TN) 53 sinful memories which must be burnt through sacrifice, through crucifixion, through martyrdom; how can the place be sanctified again if nobody takes the yoke upon himself? They say the devil wants to besmear everything, but all the filth he throws at the saints is burnt and sanctified, so that even more spiritual fragrance23 comes out The more filth is thrown at them, the more their face glows The devil spitefully hates them, knowing that he cannot cover the Image of God that shines above everything within the saints, as they have already moved to the Realm of the Passing to Life, and sin has no power there ” * – Avva, my askesis companion and I desire to move to a quiet, secluded, more isolated place How close should we place our huts? Or is it better to stay together? – Măi, tăticule, you should not make the huts too close to each other, but far enough so that in case of need, you may hear his call and be able to come and give a helping hand, because in hermitage there are attacks and brother supports brother through God’s mercy Do not talk to each other unless in need and mind the food portioning, take care of yourselves just enough so that you can carry your askesis The saints’ askesis was above nature so that they were ready to die, but we, the unprepared ones, need time to grow, that is why I tell you that you should mind your health We, the spiritually and bodily feeble, get benefit not as much from an aksesis above nature as from the care with which we keep the prostration ritual They say that the temptations during the end of times are so great and people are so weak that they cannot fight these temptations themselves, but just like the afflicted ones do, 23 “We offer to Thee, Christ our God, this incense as a spiritual fragrance; receive it, we pray, to Thy heavenly altar and send down to us, in return, the grace of Thy Holy Spirit ” (TN) 54 they can only fight through prostration, through offering themselves to Christ the Doctor’s care, asking Him to heal us as only He knows how That is why the mystery of prostration, attained by some hermits only through struggles that were hard and above nature, is paradoxical; the mystery of the weak and of those overcome by illnesses and weaknesses is that they can only prostrate and this is how they enter the burning pyre of God’s Will There is a grand and godly work in weakness and suffering, so that from the beginning you enter the mystery of the ending, the mystery of the cross without which there is no spiritual resurrection They say that many saints and ascetics would have wanted to live during the days of the end of times because it is in those moments when illness, difficulties and suffering proliferate that God’s grace works even stronger in weakness, it is made perfect in weakness, as the Scripture reads * During one winter a disciple came to Avva’s hut where it was already warm and told him that he was going to fetch some more wood Avva told him that it was not necessary, but the disciple insisted upon it Father told him it was not necessary and asked him not to go as it was warm enough and it really was not necessary However, the zealous disciple left and returned after a short while, laughing and slightly wounded by a blow to the head What had happened? Having reached the firewood-shed, through the enemy’s inducement, he simply had not seen the door and had banged his head on it, thus “waking up” and remembering the importance of obedience, not just regarding the important things but also concerning the apparently unimportant ones * 55 Someone once recalled a funny story: one of father’s disciples was cutting some firewood and a thought came to his head, that he was wiser than Avva As he took a moment to fight this thought off, he suddenly saw like in a slow-motion movie that the axe he had just dropped from his hands was coming directly towards his head and hit him with the handle Surprised by this warning, he came laughing to Avva, confessing his temptation of boasting in his thought, and the pedagogical correction he had received from God * Father Ghelasie insisted very much on this ritual of prostration He said that we, contemporary people, are going through a very troubled and confuse period, accompanied by a great deal of stimulation (active24), particularly unrest of the mind which bewildered people; that is why this gesture of prostration, no matter where one were and what one did, is more direct and more useful to us, contemporary men Prostrating, we plunge directly into God’s sin-devouring fire We, the weak, through this very ritual of prostration, acknowledge our helplessness and offer it to God, so that He might do what He knows with it * Father had struggled very much to preserve his conscience intact and active up to the last moment He was as conscious as one could be, up to the last minute Taking into consideration the paralysis he had suffered, one can only realize even better the enormity of the martyr’s fight he fought But Avva, just as I said, took on this ancestral legacy and crucified it, just as Christ, untouched by human sin, had taken on all mankind’s sins 24 Used as noun here (TN) 56 upon the Cross as if they were his own This mystery of being crucified alive sets an example for us, those who had been around Avva This was the most authentic example which we must use in order to strive to follow such living example, not just the theoretic one, of our crucifixion Many times Father would say that this crucifixion resides in the iconic gesture, without which one cannot resist We bear upon ourselves many shortcomings, inherited from our family, from the world, and ultimately, we also bear those of our fellow-beings However, in the iconization gesture everything is met with strength, because this is how we stand before God and He is the One who burns and cleans all the dirt of world’s sins, through the cross each of us bears * Father Ghelasie would emphasize in many ways that women are often more irritable and harder to please He said that his father used to say that the woman was like the weather “thundering and lightening”, while the man was supposed to act like a lightning rod This was one of the last pieces of advice he said to us: “Let there be no confusion, tăticule, man is like the lightning rod ” If the woman gets upset, do not get involved in her entanglement by any means; you can only create a bigger storm, so just shut up Silence and assumption have the gift of transforming such agitation into a gesture of prostration, therefore calming the storm * There are cases of people who have gone mad from praying carelessly, so father was very attentive to this aspect Those who use their head very much, already have in it a lot of mental active (stimulation) and, if the prayer is not made with care, it can trigger a true mental hurricane one cannot control So in this case he insisted very much 57 on the specific of the prayer One could pray of course, but slowly, in the beginning, somewhere in the throat, not in the head and neither directly in the heart, because that could stir different hidden passions You had to prepare yourself first, saying the prayer in the throat region and afterwards the prayer could be brought down into the heart, where it can meet the sin-devouring fire But most of all he recommended staying-in-the-prostration-gesture which as Father Ghelasie said, came more naturally to our Carpathian way of being This is the great Mystical Mystery which Avva empha- sized Namely, the character of our particular Carpathian prayer He would say that our true spiritual way was one of receiving, and not of ascending In the countryside, people have a special room for guests, a room which they always tidy up in order to keep it clean In the same way, we must start with one room to take good care of In other words, we have to start with the external ritual of metanies, of prostrations, and generally with a cleansing and humbling ritual of the mind, settling it in its own haven, that is the body Avva would also say that this was the stumbling block for many people, because they make the mind to be a part of the soul or even soul entirely, whereas the mind is in fact only a part of the body and thus it must know its place, namely within the body The mind and body, in general, must be turned into a guest-room for the One Above; this is the first step one cannot leave out * Sometimes I would ask him questions that worried me and which were connected to the so-called reconcilement between science and theology I was completely surprised by the answers he would give me Once I asked him about the issue of the Earth revolving around the Sun, as the Biblical and the patristic writings do not speak of such a 58 thing, but it is a proven scientific truth Avva’s answer came promptly: “So it might be, but from the mystical point of view the sun revolves around the earth ” * Another time I asked his opinion about the evolution theory which seemed to be a solid scientific theory, to which he answered that “evolution is not the foundation of things, but the ritual is Evolution is an insult in God’s face Who is being considered imperfect, unable to make a perfect creation From the Christian point of view, it is not like that because God creates something perfect which is placed face to face with Him within the ritual, and it is not meant to evolve towards I don’t know what phantasma- gorical perfection Things have become complicated once man has fallen into the Luciferian sin and thus all creation has to suffer The way we ritually revolve and gravitate here around the church, the same thing happens to the atom whose electron revolves around the nucleus also in a ritual-like sense So the essence is not the evolution, but the ritual ” * Father was a rather tall man (1,75 m) and was very thin by build, but also because of the askesis A doctor who once saw his picture said: “Poor him, is he not ill? He is cachectic ” He had brown eyes and an inviting look, a gentle voice, with a typical accent and humour from Oltenia Lately his gait had been slightly waddly, probably also because of his illness * I had heard that he sculpted beautifully and I wrote to him a couple of years ago, asking him to sculpt a cross for me, to carry it with me to the hospital; some other time I asked him to send me a long prayer rope just like the one 59 the monks have He did not forget about it and after some years he sent me a beautifully carved cross and another smaller one to wear around the neck Furthermore, when I least expected it, he sent me a prayer rope, which I have come to like more and more each day The cross had been sanctified by the tears and lips of the suffering * He was a realist and a moderate person I had been longing for an askesis akin to those of the Fathers from the books, to what I saw in the monastery, according to my own measure, of course, but he would temper me: “You do not belong to yourself anymore! You belong to the family and to the suffering! Do not strive beyond measure, you have a different calling!” I left, dissatisfied Any Christian, and a priest all the more so, loves the bodily askesis, but he would tell me to get enough sleep and to eat properly, taking into consideration the Hesychast nourishment * Regarding the personal prayer he would say: “There should not be two persons at prayer time; in the hut and in the cave there should only be one person Even if you have children, you should be with them only at the beginning of the prayer in order to set an example” He said this, because everyone might have certain spiritual experiences during prayer that should not be seen by others * Father Ghelasie once invited me in some kind of hallway of a certain office-flat and I could not take my eyes off his bare feet; probably because of that, he took me to show me some places of askesis – some barrel-huts– patiently and affectionately explaining their purpose to 60 me Here, the bare feet, dried by the askesis, moved quickly, confidently, as if invigorated No matter what Avva had told me, I could not take my eyes off those places which looked to me like upside- down baskets of some bees in a hurry to harvest, right before the storm, the spiritual fragrances and spiritualized honey poured down by God upon this world Each minute I would discover a candid soul, thirsty for dialogue, a flexible, loving intelligence, aware of the fact that only a part of the mysteries had been revealed to him as gift, for which he had to perpetually be thankful And inevitably we got to Avva’s books which we must perceive as acts of askesis, fragments of a larger meditation, aspiring to reshape ideas from a generally known heritage * Father Ghelasie was a sweet chanter of the Holy Trinity, of the Virgin Mary and of all the Saints upon countless Akathist pages A father had nicknamed him “Father Akathist” Ever since this kind of laud of God and of all the saints had appeared, no one had ever composed so many Akathists Avva considered the Akathist to be the most beautiful form of laud of God and of the Saints, after the Embodiment of God’s Word If the Holy Prophet David praised God in psalms, after our Messiah’s arrival on earth the most adequate poetic form to embody a praise to God was the Akathist Thus, in one way, the Akathist, together with the Paraklesis, are but a crowning glory of the psalms, a poetic form of liturgical cult * In a fraction of a second, I had the revelation of Father Ghelasie’s holiness, I saw him as a martyr I did not think I could confess He was very lucid and heard my confession observing the whole canon It crossed my mind that Avva’s suffering came from the sins of the people whose 61 confessions he had heard He had taken our sins – his disciples’ sins – upon himself He never refused us Today I have seen him crucified on his bed Pure suffering “Everything aches” he said He said he could take it no more This was what martyrdom meant He was perfectly lucid He mentioned Vasile Voiculescu and Mother Macaria I did not think he would be able to hear my confession as I was influenced by those who had been around him during the last days I could only say “Gramercy, Avva” for a couple of times I felt how he took my darkness upon himself “This might be the last time I confess to Avva,” I told myself As I entered, he was just as always, he knew what I had come for and he did not hesitate a bit to do what he had to do * Father said that a monk’s biggest virtue was his constancy, his binding to the land He did not like the wanderers, rolling-stones, which he called “bag on a stick” He considered that the monastic issue was greatly connected to eating and nourishment A proper monk would know how and what to feed himself in order to help his own endeavor on the path of spiritual ascent and not to self-sabotage by stirring the passions * Our last encounter took place only a few days before our parting with Avva on that end of June I did not suspect that everything would happen so quickly Despite the suffering he was going through, Father Ghelasie was the same person I had known all this time, permanently concerned with his fellow-beings, having the same serenity and power of focusing on the important matters That remark of his: “I have written everything in my books” should have intrigued me, but I attributed it to his suffering and tiredness at the time As always, Father 62 Ghelasie was very precise and practical All we have to do is use the treasure he left us, whose value some of us are not even aware of and for which I cannot find enough words of appreciation * Father had an unimaginably “friendly” relationship with all that was around him That a mouse or the flies could not irritate or bother him may seem unimaginable for us, the worldly ones; I was to hear such an incompre- hensible story some time later: Avva, while “secluded” in his hut by the disease, would catch a mouse but he would not kill it, asking his disciples to release it out of the hut One could say that Avva had a special taste for farce because the mouse, once released into the courtyard, would again find the tunnels which brought it back into the hut and the “game” would once again begin It all happened through relentless, clockwork mechanics Thus, the little mouse was, over and over again, caught and released However, nobody would have the courage to end this “game” Everyone, in his own place and turn, seemed to completely observe the obedience If someone had told you about the extremely “affectionate” and “friendly” relationship Avva had with the untapped “wild” environment of his “island” from the monastery’s courtyard (no more than 30-40 square meters), you would have said that, without a doubt, this story was a fragment out of a book whose covers had been stolen – so implausible could Avva’s love for each “buzzer” seem, which represented in fact the mystical respect he showed to the Creator of the most insignificant creatures Since I cannot create even a little fly, even one of my slightest negligence that could kill a bug would be equivalent to disregarding the very creation of the Creator – Avva’s attitude seemed to say; as Father Ghelasie turned love, friendship and gentleness into a philosophy which 63 reigned unseen over his “island” And still, Avva’s unseen love would not rule only there * Father Ghelasie had a sense of humor, of course Or we should better say that he, in fact, cherished humor, as he could never be heard howling with laughter or simply laughing His way of taking part in humor was by smiling Once, when I brought him a painting made by a painter friend of mine, a painting of Saint Calinic, he exulted He then told me that he cherished Saint Calinic very much, especially because he also had a sense of “humor” From the way he said it, you could realize that, in fact, he treasured this “detail” which made a saint to be a little atypical as compared to our worldly expectations * No matter how much you would have tried, you could not but see that Father Ghelasie was a rather unique father: he “lived” in a “barrel”, he had created his “island” around the barrel, he cherished the rarer quality of the monks (the “humor”), he did not allow himself to kill anything, not even a mouse (somebody recalled that in his hut even the flies enjoyed the same “inviolability”), and to a monk who was sad, because of I do not know what reasons, Avva gave the penance “to be merry” because none of the persons who carry God within themselves have any reason to be sad * Beyond his personal options, whose coherence was verified within an existentialist project, Father Ghelasie was also incredible because of the destiny “options” he had been given: the illness, it seems, an extremely painful one, had transformed him into a “recluse25” But never- 25 See note 5 above (TN) 64 theless, except the fact that he could no longer be found in the monastery’s courtyard or in his “barrel”, but in his bed, in his little hut, everything went on as if no illness were ever present: people were waiting day and night, “outside time”, at his door, requesting a word of wisdom He never refused anyone He always offered the sacrament of the holy confession with an incredible generosity, up to the day of his departure from this life, despite the weaknesses (never known by anyone, with the exception of his hut companions) brought upon him by the illness Who could say that, in so many instances, when it was quite apparent that he was about to be called for by God, Avva actually returned from his “path” beyond the “threshold” to do his “duty” as a confessor/ spiritual father We will certainly never know for sure, how many times Avva had returned from the “threshold” just for us Father Ghelasie stands as living testimony that the Christian way of life can be assumed naturally, with a godly discretion, not grudgingly and even with a grain of cheerfulness As serious as Avva’s writings were – because he was talking about things one did not joke about – just as “warm” and “fresh” were his words, or even clouded in humor for a moment * Father Ghelasie’s face did not bear any resemblance to the classical image of the white-bearded monk, with the carefully combed beard, signaling a well settled old-age, a sobriety that seemed strange to the laymen, emanating an intangible air He had a small head, with a sharp chin, adorned with a wispy beard, which did not have the courage of growing too much over the years and which probably reminded the people from the monastery of the merry and very obedient “brother Gheorghiţă”, as Avva had been called during his first twenty years spent in the monastery Because of that, his face did not bear the mark 65 of a certain age and did not seem to have ever been younger or to ever get older Of course, one could not even tell what age he was and upon seeing him again after many years, one could not say, as one would usually say about people: “Oh my, has he gotten old!”; but this very face that seemed indefinable on the scale of aging and which acquired a teenage appearance because of that, this very face framed by two protruding ears, reminding you of Kafka’s image in photographs, did not lack maturity: the deep line between his brows, at a closer look, gave away his age, otherwise hidden by all the other features * Avva Ghelasie once said to a follower: – My son, the Image of the Monk is the Mystery of Silence, nobody knows the depth Neither the passions, nor the virtues can be probed by questioning Only upon meeting God in eternity, will the Trinity reveal who the monk is within Truth So do not ask me to talk about myself, about my past, about my inner struggles You alone, should try to capture, along the way, rings of “mail coat”, which yourself should afterwards chain together to configure the Mystery Image of your Old-Man Father, to be able to recognize it and thus, re-memorizing his image within yourself, to receive the affiliation and to endeavor to be his spiritual son – I have spent so many years by your side, Father, and I still do not know you and I am unable to perceive you within myself How could I carry your image within me? How could I be your worthy son? – You should discover your own way, your own personality, and thus, reborn, you should be able to give your own unique Answer of love to the Holy Trinity and to everyone Do not try to copy anyone Everyone is singular The mystery of the spiritual legacy, the embracing of Paternity, the birth of the image of spiritual son does not 66 imply imitation, does not mean the annihilation of one’s own personality Just like in iconography: the Prototype is a Singularity, but the Copy of the Prototype is also Unique, it completes, fulfills, enriches the Prototype and at the same time it stands out as a unique image, acquiring “something specific” which can never be repeated; so that each good copy becomes in its turn a “prototype” and what is inherited is the very “spirit of the icon” transposed in a particular, unique way, in each and every icon The Son-Father relationship is the same The Son is unique The Father is unique But the Son discovers the Father within his own image as Son And that is why he is the Son, because the Father is reflected in him Jesus said: “he who has seen Me, has seen the Father”, “My mission is to fulfill the will of the Father” This also happens on the human level, within the Avva-disciple relationship The true son is the one who, out of love, puts himself into the background, revealing his Father instead And the more he carries the Image of his Father within himself and unveils it outwards – as a testimony of his affiliation – the more he fulfills himself as singular image of son I myself, in my writings, have not mentioned anything about myself, instead I have tried to bring to the surface – as testimony – my own Avva Arsenie, as well as the spiritual practice of the Carpathian Neophytes, which were a true revelation for me By doing this, I undertake to offer my own response as a son, not by asserting myself, but by attesting the holy teachings of the inner spiritual work within this Carpathian specific of the Hermits from the Apuseni Mountains, which the All-merciful God, through the presence of my Avva Arsenie Praja, the hermit from Râmeţ, has had the goodwill to impart to me * Avva would often say to me: – The whole mystery is the Image of Son To have the heart of a son within the oblation of the Father, to be in 67 Christ’s likeness and image in loving obedience of the Father But you cannot receive the divine embracing of Paternity without responding as a son to a spiritual paternity “from above” through the image of your guardian saint, and to a spiritual paternity “from below” through the image of the spiritual father But the son is forged in fire It’s of little use for you to come to me asking me to adopt you as a spiritual son The spiritual freedom is indeed a great mystery, thus, we must not enslave one another in forced bonds Time will tell whether I am your (spiritual) father, whether you are my son At the moment, I do not accept direct followers Whoever looks to get attached emotionally, it’s their choice and is free to do so I do not claim to have the keys to the kingdom I only give some Guiding Marks which you should heed, if they help you, if not then you shouldn’t Do not be rigid, but as open and receptive as you can be Discover your own specificity, so that you can give a dignified answer to the Trinity’s love and to the whole world * “What’s the use of it all?” – Father, this is the question which poisons my soul, distorting it And Avva answered: “Merely for the love of the Trinity you must be beautiful and learn the greatness of life For the sake of the Holy Persons, for the sake of your guardian angel, for the sake of the Holy Mother, for the sake of your guardian Saint from Heaven and why not, for my own sake, giving me, as your spiritual father, the slightest joy ” * I met Father Gheorghe Popescu between the years 1967–1970, as we were both working at the same hospital – the Abrud Unified Hospital, where I was working as nurse at the infectious disease clinic, and the young Popescu Gheorghe was working as nurse at the hospital’s laboratory 68 Young Gheorghiţă was utterly special; he was a good professional, very kind to everyone, very intelligent and at the same time very quick-witted He lived in a valley called Bâdea, about 600 m away from the hospital or maybe even further, in a modest little room, very clean though, where he had a votive candle always lit and icons of the Holy Virgin Mary and our Lord Jesus adorning the room He had a lot of prayer books During my visits (we would often leave together, after work) he offered me roasted peppers, nettle soup or some fruit He fasted all the time Young Popescu was very loved and appreciated by all the doctors and almost by the entire hospital personnel I became very fond of him myself, no matter what problems I had, even personal ones, I would tell him and he knew how to guide me or to give me a wise piece of advice, so I began to love him as a brother During our free days he would secretly take me with him and, without telling anyone, we would go for 2-3 days to the Holy Monastery of Râmeţ There I met Father Arsenie I must mention that during our entire stay at the monastery, I did not see young Popescu at all, I only saw him on the day of our return to the hospital This was where he confessed to me that his childhood dream had been to become a monk * As advice for a good day’s start Father Ghelasie would say: – In the morning, you decide to start another day of your life Upon waking up, make three prostrations before God, smile and be happy that God has granted you another day to live Smile and fill yourself with “faith and hope” in God’s mercy Banish any fear, dread, wicked thought Stop any “worry” for a moment, trusting in the power of goodness which defeats all evil Do not think about what you have 69 to do, take a “complete break”, be “completely free” of all the worries In the morning, most people feel impatience and an exaggerated anger This is the greatest disaster of self- destruction, of self-poisoning and of the energy flow that simply is wasted away For many people, in the morning, there occurs an “explosion” of the spiritual and bodily toxins, destroying the capacity for vitality, and that’s why many resort to semi-drugging like smoking, coffee or even alcohol Strive to be merry, cheerful and do not admit any “irritation or annoyance” ”Caress” everything you touch, do not make any violent movements, do not snap at anyone in anger, sing a prayer and “forgive” everything… be tolerant with everybody, do not judge anyone be “free” of it all * The Reverend Father Neonil’s moving farewell speech synthesizes, just like a spiritual portrait, Father Ghelasie’s traits, as he was known at the Holy Monastery of Frăsinei for thirty years: an impressive constancy, he had not left the monastery during all this time except for some rare occasions and even then he was making obedience to his elder’s bidding; very obedient and devoted to the serving of the brothers; a great lover of monastic life; a worshipper and faithful performer of the church services without any exceptions; despiser of fortune, diligent and humble – these are but a few of the qualities mentioned by the Reverend Father, who declared with his eyes filled with tears: “Father Ghelasie is alive!” Hierarch Irineu’s address impressed greatly, at the same time, for its spiritual sensitivity towards Father Ghelasie His speech referred, in impressive words of liturgical resonance, to the image of this frightening moment of passage that death represents for all of us 70 * He was never heard lamenting or moaning, although the pains caused by his illness were extremely acute During his last week he was sometimes found crying in complete silence; during the period when he had been a confessor/spiritual father, he was not found sleeping or lying down as after sleep The exception was his last week, or maybe his last two weeks, when he had been completely depleted of his strength; for 3 years, although severely ill and in great pains, his hut-door had always been open day and night, in order to welcome those who desired to confess (clerics, monks, laymen) Just half an hour before his passing to eternity hieromonk Ghelasie came out of the waters of death in order to give blessings, although during the morning of the respective day it had been impossible for him to communicate with those who took care of him, because of the inflammation and the dryness of his throat (during his last two days he had not eaten or drunk anything) Those who had taken care of him during that time, acknowledge that, in fact, they had been taken care of by Father We can state without finding ourselves at fault towards the Christian devoutness, that Hieromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe from Frăsinei had walked upon his Golgota just like the great Hesychasts whom he loved and whom he honored according to the whole practice of the Orthodox monastic rite * A little before Avva Ghelasie’s passing to the Lord, I had a long and severe kidney attack, which left my legs swollen and caused corneal ulcers in both my eyes As I was then alone and helpless and tempted by despair and discouragement, the phone rang and I heard father Ghelasie, he had asked for my phone number some time before: “Here is Father Ghelasie”, he said “How are you, 71 Father?”, I replied “Be strong, have faith in God”, he said and from his few words I found both the strength to fight the temptation as well as an unexpectedly quick evolution of my disease towards recovery * Even now, when it is hard or very hard for me, Avva’s words echo from my heart: “Be strong, have patience, illness and suffering are part of the Mystery of the Cross, keep your unabated faith in God, in this living crucifixion There are many sins and imperfections of your bloodline, which need to be purged in the fire of illness and suffering within the descendants, but in prostration and in the living crucifixion of your will God’s power works for redemption” * Whenever I arrived at the monastery, usually on foot, Avva would ask me first if I had a place to stay and sent me to eat something, because he thought I could be tired and hungry after the journey He asked me if he should give me some spare clothes to change so as not to catch a cold in case I was sweaty Afterwards, if the time was right, he sent me to the church service As he had been ill during the last period, he had a wire brought into his hut and he listened to the service at the speaker “Now, brother, you should go to the service and come back later We will talk about things, do not worry ” After the journey to the monastery, during which I felt as lively as I could that the Holy Mother and Saint Calinic were watching over me, there came next the “bath” of the holy services After that, rest and reflection time in the hut, prior to confession Then, before his seclusion, Avva would come (“Don’t worry, I’ll come and look for you ”) or I would go to the barrel or the hut – when he told me to look for him later After 1990, he called me for confession 72 for a couple of times at about 3-4 in the morning This period of waiting was meant for preparation and cleansing, for the settling and the opening up of the heart’s mind for the mystery of confession During confession, Avva was always careful to ask me if I was angry with anyone, as he saw that as an extremely important cause of spiritual stagnation * Upon my leaving, he would always give me, apart from the spiritual nourishment, the written and spoken word, also some food, monastic bread, nuts, pumpkin seeds, fruit, which I considered to be a great blessing * Father’s priceless advice regarding all situations loaded with conflict was not to contradict, not to panic, to keep silent, put a stop to all judgment and all reactions of rejection, to even force some degree of spiritual communicability with those who resent you He did not condone whining, continuous complaining and panicking He who persists in patience and gentleness passes untouched through the heaviest sea-storm and will eventually reach the shore Christ has left us the command to rejoice, that’s why Christian penitence must be leavened by the warmth of spiritual joy, and must not be somber and cold “Măi tăticule, hear this from me, the truly important things cannot be sold or bought”, Avva would tell me, when I was upset and I exhausted myself in too many concerns of everyday life * “How should I pray, Father?” “Măi tăticule, pray as much as you can and pray not only with your mouth but also with your eyes and ears, with your hands and feet, with all your being and strength, so that all that is yours 73 should be placed before God That’s why, I do not say the prayer of the mind or the prayer of the heart, or the prayer of the mind within the heart, but the prayer of the mind’s prostration within the heart, because during prayer the mind must be prostrated, so that all that is both good and bad can be brought before God and only then, in prostration, in the altar of prostration, can the mind pray within the heart, doing its work animated by the Holy Spirit ” * – How should I pray, Avva? a follower once asked Father Ghelasie – Măi tăticule, pray with all your being, from everything you are, from the whole measure of your helplessness and weaknesses Throw it all toward Christ, throw it all in the fire of prostration Put it all before Christ, so that He may transform them as He will Return to Him, in complete and undeterred prostration, His own gift to you, so that it may receive the seal of grace * Once I went to Avva Ghelasie upset and troubled by my inability to make a more sustained askesis I must mention that in my youth I was quite full of vitality and confident that I could strain my powers and stretch them to the limit or even surpass some physical limits; but together with my illness, the acknowledgment of my weaknesses grew within me And conflicting with my determination, it threw me into a kind of discouragement Avva told me: “My son, you are rather frail, you must spend more time in prostration, rest within the Gesture of Prostration in every circumstance of your life ” I cannot express how these simple words have penetrated into my soul: “my son, you are rather frail”, how many times they have helped me manage my powers and mind, channeling them in things which did not 74 exceed my strength so that I was able to do my work in a more peaceful state of mind, to avoid the temptation of outpouring the powers and the mental strength into extremes thus causing agitation, dissipation and draining, and even self-conceit and self-delusion * A disciple struggled hard to maintain his attention upon the words of the prayer while doing his prayer ritual, so as not to lose the spiritual fruition of communing with the meaning of the words While saying a particular akathist, his mind got distracted and he realized that he had read through whole lines in a more or less mechanical way Thus, he would often come back to a certain kontakion or oikos and get stuck, not being able to move forward, and because of the physical and mental exhaustion, the prayer got colder and he was unable to harvest the fruit of the attention, getting into a state of rejection, refusal and even annoyance upon reading the akathist Going to see Avva Ghelasie and confessing to him, Avva said to him right away: “Tăticule, look, I am giving you the canon-penence not to go back to previous lines; say the Akathist, go forward and channel your attention to the prostration before God the very moment you realize your mind wanders off, but by all means don’t go back on the reading of the akathist ” Striving to obey Father’s Word, the disciple found peace, joyfully discovering that even his mind wandered much less and the joy and warmth of his heart remained unscattered and his attention towards God was no longer blocked by frustration, his inner moral conflict finding a resolution with Avva’s words A malicious spirit had burdened him, thus stopping the disciple from gathering the fruit of his prayer, aiming to bring him on the brink of a spiritual estrangement Father’s Word, having eased the burden, chased away 75 both the enemy and his trap through which the disciple’s eagerness was turned against himself Avva had a saying: “Măi tăticule, don’t be rigid ” * When a prospective disciple came for the first time to confession, after having spent many years away from the church, having being dragged into many and great bodily sins, Father Ghelasie told him: “My son, what’s new in Bucharest? This world has gone mad Man is no longer man ” The man, who felt plagued by the burden of having to say what went on into his soul, all of a sudden felt relieved, as if Avva, seeing within his soul, had taken away the burden “Yes, so it is, Father It is hard, there are many sins How should I fight sin, Father?” “What can we do, my son, we who live today are weakened, we cannot fight sin anymore But we should not stay in sin, we should always run towards God’s mercy and to our Holy Mother’s ” “Still, how should I fight it?” “You should not fight it, run to God’s mercy Keep close to the church And you should read our Holy Mother’s Paraklesis, Akathist, light the candle in front of the icon and burn some incense and, my son, do try to avoid the arousing and explosive foods, concentrated sweets, avoid mixing all types of foods, because they give out some harmful burning processes and feed the passions; try to eat as simply as you can and if possible as raw as you can, and the foods should be clean Avoid meat, because meat has the most toxins These toxins are released when the animal is dying Also eat monastic bread, bread made out of wheat flour slightly moistened with water and spread on a counter-top to dry out It cleans all that is noxious and helps the burning processes Look out for the innocence of your heart and respect God’s Image within each person, because the enemy “throws” a lot of filth into the world and in our life to 76 bring us down; but we should burn and sanctify everything in the fire of God’s love ” After the confession, the disciple was also advised to do a number of prostrations and metanies * Neglecting the Image of communion-Eucharist, today’s man is ridden by appetite, “his head is in his stomach”, Avva would say * One of the first pieces of advice he would give to his spiritual sons was that they should not get into contradictory discussions, through which the spiritual communicability is being interrupted and the passions proliferate At the same time, Father Ghelasie did not admit his disciples to be irritable, whiny or guided by fear to the point of panicking These states are a divergence from our nature’s normal path: “Măi tăticule, don’t be a woman with beard!”, he’d say to his followers, whenever he saw them possessed by those passions * Avva told a disciple who was afraid of passing through a place where there was a big dog – which had bitten some people – to pass through that place without fear As the disciple was still hesitating, he advised him to bring a piece of bread along and to throw this bread to the dog when he’d get closer to it The disciple listened to Avva and not only that things happened precisely as Avva had said, but he also got rid of his strong fear “Meet your enemy with the bread of gentleness and the patience of standing in prostration before God, and then you will tame the impious fear and the manliness of your nature will work to the purpose for which it had been sown by our Lord”, Father would teach us 77 * Once someone came to see Father Ghelasie for confession, a disciple who was overcome by fits of fury, with constant bursts of anger, not being able to bear insults, but immediately feeling very sorry for this One of the causes of the problem was the very lack of attention and negligence, the oblivion which made him commit mistakes in many circumstances of life (a fact for which he had been insulted many times) Father Ghelasie first ended the exaggerated scrupulosity of his self-blame and regret, which made him unable to reach the simplicity of humbleness: “Măi tăticule, what can we do, we are weak, do not mind that and move forward, placing your faith in God ” But after having spoken for a little while, Father made him look for some things in the hut and also taught him how to prepare a dish As he could not find those things, Father began to admonish him insistently but at the same time gently: “come on, măi tăticule, why are you so clumsy! Not there, măi tăticule, look better for it, what are you doing, măi tăticule, how are you supposed to come through life like this, look better for it, can’t you see it is there? Măi tăticule, do forgive my saying, but you are very clumsy, be more awake, open your eyes, you cannot be like this! What will come of you in the monastery if you are as incapable as that, forgive me, măi tăticule, look better for it there Not there, tăticule, don’t you understand? Come on, măi tăticule, can’t you find it yet? (the follower smiles, feeling Avva’s love, but his hands begin to shake, as a reflex of the anger caused by Father’s scolding) Take care don’t knock anything over there, take care, măi tăticule (the follower knocks over a bowl) What are you doing, măi tăticule, why are you so clumsy, come on, put the bowl in its place and take a better look (the follower finally finds what he was looking for) Be careful not to let it slip 78 out of your hand, măi tăticule, do forgive my scolding, but you cannot be like this ” Afterwards, when the follower had found what he was supposed to find, Father made him repeat what he had apprehended from what he had just learned, scolding him again for what he had forgotten “Măi tăticule, you cannot forget like that, be more awake, măi tăticule this is not what I have told you, măi tăticule, you have already forgotten, don’t you understand, be more careful, please forgive my scolding you ” Through these spiritual “insults” made insistently and with a lot of love, the follower felt a spiritual relief in his fight with the passion of his mind First of all, Father knew that in that critical moment, the advice given only by word of mouth was not enough, there had to be a living practical example, an “open-heart” surgery performed upon the person suffering from the spiritual illness There was no accident that the follower had felt this experience as a true spiritual affiliation, an entrance under the protection of the Fatherly love, which loves and scolds When it comes from the confessor/spiritual-father and takes place within the bounds of Fatherly love, the scolding reveals its spiritual reasons, it is made iconic (set within the realm of the icon), it is itself contained as source of self-knowledge within the icon of the Godly love that is forever protective Stepping himself in the shoes of those who scold but probably less lovingly and without any spiritual aim in mind, Avva cast away the spirit of dejection and even the spirit of judgment born out of wounded sensitivity and dispelled the distress generated by weakness Channeling the spiritual attention away from the external causes, he shed light on the inner source, that of the warfare of passion At the same time, he gave a living proof of manliness and rejection of self-pity on the spiritual path towards one’s deliverance from passions 79 The lapses of attention and memory must be met with the strength of the ceaseless and perseverant pursuit of one’s spiritual consciousness, having the strength to re-memorize and re-enter, through the prostration of the mind before God, the place of incessant spiritual clarity and wakefulness * A disciple came to be a great lover of Psaltic music, executing solfeggios and singing many hours a day Coming to see Father, he excitedly told him about his joy of singing Avva replied: “Măi tăticule, it is good to learn the beautiful Psaltic Byzantine music and to sing, but with some measure, because too much singing, the Fathers say, can also lead to a state of agitation and unrest, and this is how I see things for you, brother26, that it is better for you to stay, as much as you can and in whatever you do, in prostration before God, to concern yourself more with resting, praying and acquiring peace which generates the seeing that the Fathers speak about, namely the iconization of the world That’s why, forgive me tăticule, but this is how I see things, I consider the practice of painting, which you have just started, to be better for you, brother, and this way you can stay more within the consciousness of standing before the Image of God ” After a period during which the disciple continued to strain his strength with singing, due to some health problems, he had to curb his eagerness for outward singing, understanding eventually and being drawn 26 Together with ‘frăția ta’, ‘frate’-brother is a way in which monks address to one another and sometimes also the people who come to them for spiritual guidance; it is also a term of endearment and a term of encouragement at the same time; last but not least, it is also connected with the Christian brotherhood, we are all God’s sons and He is the Heavenly Father 80 towards the need for the mystery appeasement that Father had talked about It was in this way that Father’s advice always worked, somehow always connected to the future, so that many times the disciple did not understand it at first but only after some time had passed; through God’s guidance, the disciple saw the truth of it and perceived the inner need of following this advice * A disciple who was an iconographer was eagerly trying – almost reaching despair – to improve his art by unceasingly studying and assiduously asking questions to those who could enlighten him But many times, he felt, not very distinctly, that all his rushing about for this, otherwise important, aid and theoretical information regarding the art of painting, deprived him of his peace Avva drew his attention upon this fact and said: “Măi tăticule, what’s with all this running? It is not bad that you have struggled to learn – and you have learned it pretty well – but from now on, although it is not bad to learn some more, take this from me, that nobody can teach you what God teaches you in your own small cloister Everyone is running after information, but neither this information nor imitating other presumably better men can give you that inner state of inner peaceful settling before the Image of God, the spirit of prayer which you, brother, have to place there, in the icon You’ll still learn a little, ask for some more advice, but not that often If you stay in your cell and work a lot, God will teach you what and how to do it, so that you will be amazed But try to stay as long as you can before the icon you are painting, in the awareness that you are standing before the Image of God I give you the canon (observance) to make your calls rarer and to reduce your unrest of accumulating exterior information as much as you can; instead you should endeavor more to receive from Christ the spirit that you 81 are placing into your icon You must paint in the same spirit of a monk’s obedience within the monastery Icon painting shall be your obedience Hear it from me, tăticule, God shall teach you even the technique of painting if you settle down, so that you can receive from Him all the things you need ” The disciple, although still striving to continuously enrich his knowledge, felt a real peace, understanding that it is within the direct, personal relationship with the living God that one can find the mystery of painting God’s Image, and of all the holy images from the icons Keeping his inner focus on the Image of God over his attention to detail, like Avva Ghelasie said, the iconographer gives birth to the icon from the core of this living encounter, and the divine help all around him can be felt with even more clarity and wonder * Father Ghelasie cherished work very much He even advised his followers not to make friends with people who did not want to work Because work and prayer complete each other in a spiritual totality which places man on the cross of godly love, at the crossroads between the world and eternity He also did not encourage the frequent wanderings off to other monasteries, if they turned out to generate a state of dissipation and unsteadiness, if the person felt he lost the genuine search for a spiritual settlement and if he also stopped putting into practice, through his own efforts and trials, the words which had been harvested during those wanderings That’s why sometimes Father did not even encourage you to come looking for him too often for advice before having truly tried beforehand to put the advice into practice “Do come, my son, but not too often; strive yourself, in your room, to practice, and only after you have struggled 82 a little, come back here again Because this way you acquire strength in your spiritual pursuit, through the ardor of your practice, through the fruition of the word that had been sown within you by your spiritual father Because if you get used to going to the spiritual father without having put anything into practice, or at least having tried, but sometimes, instead, only out of curiosity and not out of a genuine and fervent need, you cripple yourself and weaken yourself You come to depend on a man and not on God’s grace which supports the confessor” * A disciple came once to Avva and told him: “Father, my job implies counting money quite often But I do not know how it happens that either when I make a mistake or just out of the blue I feel like swearing What should I do?” “Well, my son”, Father said, “come and count this money”, handing him some banknotes he had just received together with some diptychs The disciple took them and began to count the money and realized with surprise that he felt no trace of the temptation that had troubled him The temptation had lost its power of troubling him and even after he left, it could not shake him anymore, as the malicious spirit had been cast away and the mind had been healed through Avva’s prayers to God * Some other time a follower said to Father: “Father, I feel like swearing at you” “So what? It’s from the devil, do not swear!”, replied Avva and the follower felt the enemy’s power which had incited him fade away like a shadow in the light of simplicity, in the ray of grace * Avva Ghelasie reminded people of the need for the reconciliation of personal memories which can be inimical, 83 in contrariety, due to the passions, through a perpetual gesture of prostration and through simple gestures of attention-reconciliation, a kind of ritual performed in the secret of one’s heart, by which you prostrate27 (make a metany) to the other person, and by doing so you stop the contrariety and open up the path to communicability “When you are angry and ridden by passion, instead of getting it off your chest, ask for forgiveness, even if you only do it formally, so that you can tame the beasts of passion trying to tear you to pieces ” * Avva Ghelasie used to say: “The woman in her nature is more sensitive, more quick-tempered and her words are more rash and impetuous, but the man finds silence more appropriate Great is the mystery of silence which stops disunion! Assuming your own and the other person’s fault, not dissecting it amid the temptation, not having a fixation upon them, but throwing them in the fire of the silent and patient prostration, so that the devil of anger within you burns and explodes The man must be like a lightning-rod for the woman during the moments of temptation, and the woman must overcome her anger, so that she may embrace the image of mother, through which she can spiritually give birth to the other” * Father Ghelasie would tell the following parable to his disciples: “The child, while he is a baby, wets himself, gets dirty, feels the whole discomfort, but he cannot clean himself He must wait until his mother comes to change his diapers And he incessantly cries until she comes And when his mother comes and changes him, his cry transforms into joy ” 27 Physical gesture of prostration to the ground 84 “This is what happens”, said old-man Avva, “to the spiritual child, who is the person willing to cleanse himself He cannot change himself He endeavors to better himself through his own powers, but he cannot cleanse himself The scum of sin darkens his very existence And only God can perform this cleaning process Through His mysteries Through His oikonomia Through His search of us and care for us, through the grace which reveals His active, cleansing presence within us That is why we should cry like little children for God’s help We should call Him out with tears in our eyes, call out to the One who created us, asking Him to change us as only He knows We should not cease our cry until we find the comfort of the grace, which transforms sadness into joy” * “Upon Virgin Mary’s bow before Elisabeth, the baby John the Baptist leaped for joy in her womb, and then Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, praising God and His Holy Mother Our spiritual prostration of mystery before the seal of God’s image within the human being, our relating to our fellow-men as towards a living icon of Christ, emphasized Father Ghelasie, “not only opens our heart, but, through the work of grace, it can open our fellow-man’s heart to God’s praise and to the thrill of the spiritual joy” * Father Ghelasie said that “the spirit within some monasteries has been deteriorated, or worse, as some Fathers say, ‘only black clothes stands have remained there’, as the spiritual heart of the monk is missing, the monk’s heart within which the world’s pain and joy should beat and prostrate before God Some people are tempted by satan himself to go to the monastery, though they are not ready for it, so that, afterwards, he may throw 85 them out of there filled with shame Moreover, satan does that to test and to tempt the other monks who, for the love of Christ, carry willingly the Cross of their brothers That’s why, he who goes to monastery must be prepared” Avva said “with a martyr’s steadfast strength and patience” * When a more studious disciple, who desired to become a monk, expressed his fear that in the monastery he would not be able to fulfill his wish to study the Holy Fathers more intensely and profoundly, Avva told him: “Măi tăticule, what’s with all that study, from now on you shall put it into practice At the monastery you, brother, shall put into practice what you have studied” Father Ghelasie would instill into us, through his words, the longing of refusing to remain isolated in the “scholastic” dimension of the life-devoid learning, removed from the very way of living of Christ’s Body In the same way, he said to an iconographer who was afraid that once he entered the monastery, he would not be able to work as much: “You shall paint too, but first of all, in the monastery you are a monk” The state of prostration on the threshold of eternity, before the Holy Trinity, is beyond any occupation and individual work, which are subsumed to the opening towards the receiving of the grace * Avva never let the whining and the discontent of his spiritual sons to expand into judgment; he comforted them with some humorous remarks, but gently and firmly cutting off the cause of the sin “Măi tăticule, what can we do, everyone has received his own cross from God” * Avva once said this story: “They say that a very good bishop surrounded himself only with ill-tempered people, 86 even bad people Someone asked him: ‘Right Reverend, why do you always surround yourself with bad people? Why don’t you choose only good people, who can help you?’ The bishop replied: ‘I am doing this because good people do not have to fight evil, as their heart is completely filled with God They overcome evil, because God fights at their side, or better said, God conquers through them But I surround myself with bad people, so that they can fight evil and obtain victory, also so that evil is overcome through them too” Avva showed us that God’s oikonomia works in many circumstances towards people’s deliverance, pouring His love upon us all good and bad * Father Ghelasie was a man who knew how to awaken in people the profound mechanism of longing for God His voice during the vigil night services would soothe and relax people inwardly like a medicine that the soul clung to in the belief of resurrection His testimony was achieved through grace and not through philosophy, and his words, which often seemed complicated to those much too familiar with the concepts of the world, would unravel later on, in the mystery of the heart For Father Ghelasie, the form was in a continuous search for making the substance more expressible And the substance of his testimony was his own life A man of prayer and of fasting, Father was first of all living-experience He structured himself as living-experience * I recall my first confession as one of the most profound I have ever made: the desire to straighten my life that I felt then, the grace that flooded my being, made me look upon him as a true bearer of Christ Authentic and alive And I felt forgiven by God in the whole depth of my soul 87 It is true that, as far as communication was concerned, both orally or in writing, Father did not take the very popular paths: his particular language confirms that But from the ramparts of the language citadel, which he was building due to an imperious need to consecrate language, how could the poor clay-bricks of ordinary man mirror the heavenly teachings? The high level of the perspective would take your breath away and the acute sentiment of meeting a man fully committed to the rightful living and experience of things overwhelmed you First and foremost, Father expressed and imparted a personal experience, and this happened within the context of a sometimes baffling theological erudition He had read enormously and the very combination of living experience and universal theological context was captivating and prompted one to humbleness From the very beginning, I felt greatly stimulated in his presence to exploit my technical training not through abandonment, but through gradual transformation and through a gradual harmoniza- tion with the search conducted through the eyes of faith * The protection offered through love and oblation in the face of all weakness, which is inherent at the start of a journey, in order to offer the chance of a gradual growth through hope, seems fundamental A spiritual person is someone who knows how to welcome anyone knocking at his door in search of a landmark for redemption For Avva, the word applies without hesitation, it is undoubtedly transformed into action: Father Ghelasie was a spiritual man What he created and chiseled in the heart and the flesh of those who knew him is not transient or superficial, but it bears a conscious and firm “view to redemption” * 88 Father Ghelasie was obeyed as a master, praised as an emperor, loved as a child because he served as if everybody else was his master, he took care of them as if they were all emperors and loved them as if they all were helpless children With his hut door permanently open for all those who loved Christ (laymen, clerics and monks), no one ever knew who Avva Ghelasie was and what he did Mystery, humbleness and love were the three “golden crowns” which concealed him from our sight, from our inquisitive eyes always ready and eager to smear everything with judgment, especially the Image of Man – the Threshold of mystery * Father Ghelasie, who had appeared in a space which seems atypical compared to the ways of our contemporary world, was himself a carrier of unusual habits, which instantaneously gained the empathy of the members of the young generations who had an unconventional way of thinking The barrel where he lived in the monastery’s courtyard had become legendary It functioned both as living quarters and as “cultural mark” which reminded of Diogenes At the same time, it emphasized a choice of a lifestyle that no longer admitted the schizoid breach between “saying” and “doing” Moreover, the harsh askesis did not turn Father Ghelasie into a “dry” man, the very surprising thing about him was his vivid curiosity for everything that was being written around the world and his relentless taste for humor A humor which he attributed to the Patron Saint of Frăsinei himself, Saint Calinic from Cernica Settled into his rituals of obedience as a beekeeper, in the Frăsinei courtyard, near his barrel, Father resembled a Robinson Crusoe or a Noah reinventing his world after the flood In his little courtyard, the vegetation grew “untouched” and one could practically feel like Tarkovski’s camera would show up behind a 89 hive, in a traveling shot which seemed to follow the gestures of the “stalker” Once you have stepped “into the area”, you imperceptibly started to act your part You could not help loving him You came empty-handed every time and left full of apples and books * “[ ] to remember Father Ghelasie means to remind ourselves that there once had lived among us a man who presented us with another model than the common one, a man who set us thinking, made us preoccupied with redemption That, when it came to our life in Christ and Church, there was someone who triggered the mechanism of our spiritual concerns, blew us up, if I may say so He was not content only to blow us up, but he also picked us up and when it was necessary he also picked us from illusory heights And in the reality of meeting the Father, you stood to gain both from the point of view of the soul and of the body, because the secret of the Hesychast medicine lies ultimately in healing the whole man, both body and soul A totality which few of the confessors in our country were pursuing at that time and still fewer pursue it today ” (Father Constantin Necula) * “Especially when Christ’s ship is caught in the storm”, said Avva, “a lot of spiritual manliness, a lot of self- renunciation is needed, in order to live the spiritual emergency of deliverance within the Body of Christ And thus to search, in relentless and unshaken pursuit, your own salvation and what else can be salvaged for God from the ship The enemy is wildly trying, through the waves of temptations and disunion, to throw everything outside the Church, but we must try to tie it all to Christ, to try to ‘offer it all back’ to Christ” 90 * – Avva, how do you perceive the Christians’ “resistance” during the end of times? – The people in the concentration camps were always watched and drastically punished for any exterior manifestation of devoutness They almost could not pray at all, because they were instantly bullied and beaten But there remained the staying in the prostration gesture, the act of staying in the iconic gesture, the placing of every simple gesture, from standing to sitting, into the prostration (gesture) of mystery which rests the prayer and turns itself into prayer The withdrawal within the silence of the gesture of prostration in the heart’s hermitage represents the mystery of the times of the apocalypse, of the resistance to the harshest persecutions The gesture of prostration is related to the very Image of man as “Threshold of the encounter” between the world and God, and within this Threshold the mystery is received only through prostration The godly mystery is too great and cannot be taken by man himself, it can only be received from Beyond, within prostration and with patience for God to work within us Paradoxically, “the retreat” inside the prostration gesture does not imply isolation but an opening-welcoming, so that you become receptive to other people’s suffering and the gesture of prostration before God extends into the gesture of devotion-dedication towards the fellow-man, who in fact is alive and grows inside the former * Avva advised us neither to panic nor hurry with our work, but to paint the icons – as we had set out to do – for God’s glory, allotting them all the necessary time, not in a superficial way or for the money, because it is the Image of God – we are dealing with great sacredness He told us 91 not to mind temptations, because Christ Himself was going to help us, if we served Him Father Ghelasie advised us to fast completely while we paint the faces or to only eat anaphora and drink holy water, and when we could not do that anymore, to work on the attire or something else * – What do you think, Father, about those fashion models, with their clothing? – Măi tăticule, it should be moderate, balanced * – What should I do, Avva, I need my sleep, but others suffer and pray? – Sleep as much as you need, so that you can resist your intellectual strain And with your frail body-built, do not strain yourself on no account If you happen to wake up at night, you can pray a little, as well, brother * – How will I know God’s will? – Wait for what He wants to happen, without effusions and illusions * – Shall I seek the tears? – Măi tăticule, no mysticism, but sincere search and devotion, steadfast practicing of the ritual with vigor Prayer should be prayer, and work should be work You pray, you work Let us enter the fire of the Christian ritual and God will cleanse us * – Father, in general, but especially after the fasting period has ended, I feel like I eat more than I need, what shall I do? 92 – My son, you should eat dairy and cheese after the fasting period, because you work very much and the life you lead requires it! Take very good care of your health, so that you may fulfill your mission with the gifts you have been given by God It is a serious loss if you do not come to fulfill it because you have failed to take care of your health * Coming out of Father Ghelasie’s hut, father Valerian, his disciple, who was also his hut companion, told me: “Avva is growing paler and thinner day by day, but he is still working enormously I myself perceive evil to be evil and I feel I must annihilate it But Avva tells me: ‘You must learn to live with it, because if you fight it, you only inflame it, but you must drown it in God’s light and love; only by doing so does it lose its strength It is a refined battle in which you must work wisely, you must never inflame the evil, and to do so you must not enter disputes or contradictions’ “ * – Please, Father, I beg you, help me with your prayers so that God may give me the gift of drawing icons, peaceful moments and the disposition and strength to paint beautiful icons, for God’s glory – Move forward, do not get frightened, go with fear of God and do not develop fixations in your painting, do not transform painting into passion, rely more on life instead And do not think that you only learn by working a lot God gives the Gift and this is the most important thing, what you put into the icon God’s Gift or just your passion Each painting is like an inspiration, like a poem You may have practice, but if there is not God’s Gift from above * 93 – Renounce many of your friendships, cut off unnecessary connections Speak concisely, to the essence, and afterwards do pray and put your faith in God! And be less sentimental, make use of clearness and conciseness * – Do not become fixated in rejection, do your chores and do not let yourself be overwhelmed Do the strictly necessary things, give up what you feel you can give up, but quietly, without resistance and inconspicuously Do things voluntarily, out of an authentic desire to be with God and not out of the wish to taste loneliness, because isolation may become pathological It is very important to do things willingly, and not being led by feeling in the first place Do not let yourself be carried away by the sensation of the moment, as this is a kind of structuralism, but have your will directed towards God, as this is the Christian personal response Will is the most personal act of all, and it generates the feeling, and not vice-versa We must act with our whole being, through personal acts from which the feelings derive afterwards Man must stand between the world and God Do not lose yourself in feeling, but stay in the state of prostration, the cross- threshold between the world and God, so that God may work through you and with you, and through you the world may give its answer to the Creator The feelings must come out of certain personal acts, they must not be separated from the personal acts, which involve the whole person Thus the person is not dominated by feeling, but the feeling is a reflection of the personal acts, as generated by them So, do the acts you want to do, consciously, and from these acts derives a feeling which does not tear the whole, but expresses it * – What is the Image of Man? It is sometimes called free choice or will or consciousness or mind 94 – Măi tăticule, man is both body and soul These are structures which must not be looked upon in a mechanical way, as juxtaposition or annexation, composition of two separate realities, which come to a direct opposition through their own nature, as the Gnostics believe or the spiritualists in general In the first place, man is an integrality The image of Man is the image of this integrality, so it does not represent only one of the elements that man is made up of, body or soul The latter are structures of the person-man The image of man is that which represents the man, it is the image of God, iconically transposed into the created world On the other hand, it is not the relational aspect between persons or the structures by themselves which give man his personal image, but quite the opposite: the image gives the relational and generates the structures * – Many confusions arise from the different ways of understanding and different terminology loans from the Greek philosophy – The Greek philosophy places the accent more on structures, relationships, being We, within the spirit of Biblical and Patristic Christianity, start from the Image, the Person The Being is never separated from the Image – it is a Particular Being, it is not an abstract creature conceived through intellectual reasoning, as it is with the philosophers * – The Christian theology has as foundation the mystery of the embodiment of Christ, through which and by which the conjoining of the world with God takes place, as the Fathers say – I myself say the same thing, only I do it transposed into a theology of the image God’s embodiment is not 95 reduced to the mere historical fact, from the moment of the fulfillment of time It is revealed and lives again through the very Liturgy of Creation, through which the Son assumes the Image of Son of Man, as a gift of love towards the Father – a conception which comes into being through the Father’s blessing and is sanctified by the love of the Holy Spirit The Son gives Body to the creation through His Word The Godly Precept is understood to be the Pre-cosmic Liturgy through which God has brought Creation into being – This does not mean that Creation has pre-existed within God or that it has a godly nature – The Creation is not pre-existent, nor does it have a godly nature, but its Origin is divine within the Image of Son of Man, assumed in the unique hypostasis of God’s Son, brought, as I have mentioned, as a gift of love to the Father to bestow His blessing upon him, and sanctified by the love of the Holy Spirit Through this Image can there exist a new reality, with its existentiality, with its own response, with its Image of Filiation perceived as a condition for taking part in the mystery of the Embodiment Creation cannot annihilate itself in eternity because it bears the seal of this Supra-image icon of the Son Creation is liturgically grounded and the Liturgy is the mystery of the Creation – But only man is said to have been created in God’s image – It is true, the Image of Man is the Ultimate Icon, the actual icon of the godly image, but the other forms of creation also have rationalities – divine words – iconic seals which give them their existentiality, they have the logos – the condition of filiation through which they can partake the glory of God’s children What we call natural contemplation, just like the transfiguration of existence through the godly grace, implies the capacity of the forms of creation to embody the godly logos and to come up 96 with their own response I call this capacity the iconicity of creation, its origin is in the Archetype of the Son and its foundation rests upon the mystery of the Embodiment – How do you perceive evolutionism? – I try to show that, beyond the bits and pieces of truth, of local results, the evolutionist theories do not actually represent the truth, as the results are flawed by its starting premises, by the structuralist perspective of the approach Any structure disconnected from the Image is Luciferian God has created complete entities capable to offer a personal response and not structures in evolution Some consider the days of Creation as geological eras, as the response of creation up until today However, it is not so It is clearly stated in the Scripture that during the days of creation, God has created the world How does one take part in his own creation out of nothingness? The creation cannot take part in its own creation The genesis is creation within six days and not geologic eras, the days during which only God works and he literally creates, He does not create out of something pre-existent, in the sense that He would model something from the second day to the third day, because then it would not be creation in the direct sense And then, only after the days of creation does the answer of the creation unfold, does the mystery of the Dialogue between God and His Creation begin When one speaks of creation, it is God who creates, one does not mean the evolution of creation I do not ask my mother why she has born me with two legs, the question is what my response is to this given It is God’s concern how He made me, I am interested how I answer, the response, the unfolding of the creation The world is created complete and good, but it is not perfect, since it grows through its own answer in the light of God Iconicity, creation’s condition-ontology of filiation, excludes an evolution-passing of the forms of creation from one to another – issue that remains only a supposition, 97 conditioned by a structuralist approach, abusively and forcibly justified through so-called arguments Still, despite its many truths, science also has a lot of forgeries The species’ evolution one from the other and the paleon- tological proofs to that effect are both aligned within this ideologically “dictated” falsity Because structuralism cannot conceive a Godly creation, a creation of complete entities, since it cannot explain it in analogy to the contem- porary reality of being today, which is in fact creation’s response of growth The growth takes place in each form’s image-logos, one cannot speak of any evolution from one form to another within the Christian specific – But there are some opinions which claim that impurity has existed from the very beginning of creation, and that death has been within the very nature of the world from its beginning – Impurity has not existed within creation from the beginning As I have already mentioned, God created the world to be good, but not perfect Perfection implies creation’s response towards God’s creating and supporting love The death we see is caused by sin, it is a consequence of the split, through sin, of the structures and the image of existence-nature’s completeness and goodness Had there been no sin, death would have been the passage towards the realm of Eternity This is where man’s answer is being “weighed” – how much he has grown the godly gift through his personal liturgy of response Moreover, stripped of his gift, man fearfully lives the judgment of standing face-to-face with the Creator, the Bestower and Knower of the hearts And he can only enter the Icon of the Fatherly Love through humbleness * – Concerning the children born with a disability, is abortion acceptable? What do you think about these anomalies? Is there a connection to the sins of the parents and of the family? 98 – The disabled children bear the destiny of martyrdom, they endure ordeals similar to the martyrs The children born with any disability carry themselves the inherited sins Through this martyrdom, God allows the children to be redeemed and their parents to be forgiven Whoever touches an invalid child, touches Christ Himself – Why is it that children up to seven years of age need not confess? – Until the age of seven their responsibility has not developed, the sin is thus attenuated, and the tendency for sin to manifest is also very small – There are some voices today challenging many of the visions and miracles of the saints, especially those of the contemporary ones I have stumbled across the opinion that visions represent a state, and the world beyond is just a state and not a place – The visions of God’s saints are real, they do not represent just a state, but a place-threshold of mystery, a real Meeting-place with all things godly – Is God’s word meant only in connection with the creation, or can it be understood to belong to the Holy Trinity Itself? – The Word also exists within the Trinity Itself Not in the usual meaning, but in the sense of Existential Oblation, within the Godly Language beyond the word The analogue representations we create “do not cover, do not elucidate” the godly mystery – Some people consider it aberrant to pray to the Holy Mother first, or to a guardian saint, and only afterwards to pray to God – The prayer to the Holy Mother is like entering prayer through the icon of creation carrying God in Her arms In the same way, Saints are Bearers of God, and any prayer to the Saints is also made to God’s praise Christ is the Only Mediator through Himself, the saints mediate through Christ Whom they carry within their heart That’s 99 why there is no need for fixations upon strict hierarchies, but one must understand one’s relation to Christ, as the Agent within all things holy Each member’s direct and personal connection with Christ, confers the Church its liturgical organic make-up – I have heard the opinion that the statement uncreated godly energies should be replaced, after God’s Embodiment, with the statement divine-human energies – The energies through which God works are rightfully called by Saint Gregory Palamas uncreated and not divine-human, otherwise we end up just like the Catholics: with the created grace Of course that the uncreated energies pass onto us through Christ embodied – both God and Man – but this does not mean that the godly energies are created They say that the world does not have its own image, and this is the reason why its completion, its eternization is through Christ’s Image In that sense, Christ is the Head, the Image, while the Church is the Body, so we can only have an Image through Christ They say that the devils, upon breaking from Christ, lose their image, in other words their image/face darkens That is why people in hell cannot see each other – In what sense do you speak about an ontological mystic of our relating with God, if those pertaining to the Godly Being-Ontology are not accessible? – When I speak about an ontological mystic I refer to the personal act of communication which implies a personal-ontological participation, not one fragmented into functions or existing only at the level of energies of manifestation, but in the pure biblical sense of the first godly commandment, of loving God with all one’s being and what’s more with the love He loves us, without those absorptions-amalgamations of the pantheist philosophy This very participation to the godly mystery as an act of the completeness of the being and not just as energy of manifestation, I emphasize it to be typically Christian and 100 an answer to the syncretism and the pretended charismatic occultism of today * – Avva, please advise me about the endurance in illness and about faith – Măi tăticule, patience is very important, I myself have carried the cross of illness, it must be received with gratitude and with patience God has already gifted you, the family you have is a great gift And you must move forward with the belief that we, the weaker ones, shall also redeem ourselves, in the shadow of the Saints * – I used to have a very strong will and now, trying to become patient, my will has weakened I do not understand how one should have a strong will yet be gentle and patient If you are trying to do one thing and someone you must listen to imposes his will in another direction, you must accept and then your will weakens Then, when I have to put my will into action for other things that I have no interdiction against – for example for doing my canon or for pursuing a goal accepted by everybody – I do not have a strong enough will to carry this out – Măi tăticule, I can only tell you this much, do not split hairs so much about temptation – Avva, what is the difference between judging one’s fellow-man and discernment? If someone harms me and I do not judge him, does it mean that I have to treat him just the way I had done before, thus exposing myself to the possibility of being harmed once again, maybe even worse, or being harmed a lot? – My son, you should not change yourself, you should not change your disposition towards the other, do not let yourself be affected within you and do not judge Yet you should take measure to stop the evil, but without repulsion, with discernment 101 * – Father, I start praying and I dissipate my attention, I go back again and again, and then I become troubled – Măi tăticule, try to be as focused as you can, but do not go back anymore on your prayer * – It would be good, said father Ghelasie, if theologians also read universal literature, like Dostoevsky etc , so that they would not be rigid, afraid of changing even a comma I have written to Father Stăniloae, asking if it would ever be possible for theology to free itself from the coat of Greek philosophy, because it is structuralist Its logic is grounded on the matter-spirit dialectic In fact, the Christian logic is founded on the distinction and the relationship between the created and the non-created, thing that has been clearly underlined by Saint Maximus the Confessor and approved by Saint Gregory Palamas – Can you give me an example? – The term hypostasis does not seem too adequate either, if one regards the semantic root, as it means “state under”, as it would mean that the Person is under Relation, Principle and the Image would be more of a symbol, whereas the Image expresses a reality of the Self and the Person is the one who determines the relation The Image is not matter (and anyway, the issue whether it is spirit or matter is wrongly formulated, it is conceived within the logic of the Greek philosophy) The Image of creation can be assumed within the godly hypostasis of the Son as Image of the Son of Man, thus it can be assumed without amalgamation, change or composition, division or separation from the Son, in His Unique hypostasis, according to the eternal precept of the Holy Trinity, hence the existence of an ontology of creation becomes possible The Creation is not mere energy structured in forms of creation, as this 102 might lead to pantheism, but it has a certain personal ontology expressed in a certain personal Image of filiation, which can stand before the Divine without being absorbed or without self-destructing, blending or amalgamating Hypostatization does not necessarily mean assuming the matter, but first of all assuming the Image, and only then the matter It is not the structure that is the most important one, the structure does not determine the shape, but the form, which is linked to the image, and which generates the structures * – What do you think, Avva, about the way the Romanians relate to history? – The Romanians have faced the waves of history, but they have resisted in anonymity, each in his/her own place and they remained standing; they have not launched into all kinds of currents and trends and they have minded their own business – Father, how can we cope with this unseen battle? We live as if under an ever growing pressure, at the edge of despair, just as Saint Silouan envisioned the temptation of this century – Măi tăticule, it is very important to keep your faith until the end, never ever give up, as my spiritual father used to say And do not answer [evil] with evil * – What should I do if I have a troubling dream, or if I feel a heaviness or an evil presence? – Do not mind these deceptions You cannot eliminate them, you are living alongside an evil you cannot eliminate, but you have your faith in God God’s things are done with a lot of waiting, they are grown in mystery – Avva, what do you think about the UFOs and reincarnation? 103 – Măi tăticule, those are devilish things How does the so-called reincarnation take place? In some fallen people there lives an evil spirit After the man dies, that spirit remains on earth and looks for another hiding place And after a generation or so, there appears someone wherein it dwells with all those heavy memories of the man it had inhabited before, and this person has the feeling he had lived it all before The man who is not protected through faith and the Holy Sacraments falls prey to this deceit, identifies himself with the memories of the man before him There was a brother here, at Frăsinei, who had a psychiatric illness and was possessed by an evil spirit which spoke through him And he would talk to some monk and describe him in a few words, so that the monk remained astounded It would say: “Hey, I am one of those which had tempted Cain, I am an old spirit, what do you know!” He would say to some monk, for instance, yesterday I tempted you into committing that particular sin – this made the monks run away from him, avoiding him They [the spirits] can embed their science and memories in the minds of the people who do not have the love of God ingrained in them * – Father, many people are leaving the country, discouraged by the poverty, but where they go there is a heavy lack of faith which is hard to bear – Romania is a poor country, but herein lies the great mystery – Poverty This can be a gift from God, if we realize it and work it The mystery is that within a society in which the false, artificial needs increase, covering the very Image of Man, man can still decrease his needs, rejoicing in God and settling for little, but receiving that little as a gift-oblation * 104 – What have you been eating, my son?, Avva used to ask us every time He insisted upon the importance of grains, which strengthen the nervous system and man in general without causing the thickening of the humours A teacher who once came to see him told the Father that he had been given as an example – by some M D professor from Fundeni in front of an amphitheater full of students – because, not having eaten meat in over ten years, his kidney, afflicted with advanced congenital hydronephrosis, had not degenerated as it would normally have done in such cases, and his blood was clean although the kidney could not filter residues properly * – Every day more and more methods of preserving food by using chemical preservatives are being discovered, I have heard that sometimes they even add something to the buttermilk That is why it is good to buy fresh produce and not processed foods with additives And from the fresh ones, do choose the Romanian sorts, from the peasants, even though the produce may look less attractive, or are smaller, as their growth has not been forced and their taste has not been altered It is better to prepare lettuce and salads with a little lemon rather than vinegar Vinegar is not recommended It is better for the oil to be made out of seeds, wall-nuts, hazelnuts, pumpkin seeds and sun-flower seeds Eat soy, but not the processed type Those who suffer from gastric acidity, should eat more rice and less bred Do not combine fruit with meals, you can eat them with a little honey, but separately and on an empty stomach Nothing sweet at meal time And do not combine many dishes during one meal Eat varied food and eat well, so that you can resist the intellectual and physical strain, but – and here lies the answer – do eat simply and naturally, and as clean as you can – Avva, how should I plan my meals? 105 – My son, herein lies a great mystery, a very important thing Monks eat their first meal around 12 o’clock How important this is for the body! It is said that the stomach, the body does not completely transform the food from the previous day until 12 o’clock, thus the old residues mix with the new food, extending the residual cycle That’s why it is good to eat only fruit in the morning until 12: grapes, apples, local fruit * – Father, what shall I do to preserve a healthy atmosphere within the family? – Măi tăticule, herein lies a great secret The man is the one who maintains the stability in the home The woman is often quite difficult; this is like a cross, which makes the man in charge of the stability within the family The woman carries another mystery, that of the birth This weakness of hers must be embraced, and the man must stand firm as a center of stability He must not necessarily act with his word in order to stop the agitation, and by no means must he act with hardness or force – which might generate destructive reactions – but with kindness and even silent manliness, and above all, through his living connection with Christ and by consciously carrying the Image of the Son, this is how he balances the woman * – Father, how should we relate to dreams in general? – Măi tăticule, do you know that parable about how Christ appeared through a vision to a hermit and told him: “Do not be afraid!”, and the hermit closed his eyes and replied: “Lord, I do not wish to see You in this life”, and Christ answered: “It is very good, if you fear deceit” Christ does not mind if for good reason we disregard dreams – How should a Christian act nowadays? 106 – Just like man represents stability within the home, so is the Christian for the world Here lies a mystery: bad people somehow unconsciously love good people, they are attracted to them because they can rest, spiritually speaking, from their own wickedness The good person tolerates, bears, allows bad people around him, in faith and with patience, without giving in to evil, without responding with evil to evil – Doesn’t the Christian oppose evil? Does he not fight evil? – There is also a parable which says that the devil is afraid of God, because God can throw it to the bottom of hell, but the saint does not mind the devil, does not respond to its evil, putting all his faith in God And the devil, unable to practically cause harm, as the saint is being protected by God, rests from his wickedness for a while, if one can say so “Let’s take a little nap at Avva so- and-so” The saint practically does not even send it away, he does not even mind it, just like one would do with some annoying flies, that is, learn to live with them There is no fighting-ground within the saints who have all their will directed towards God, and the godly love chases away, along with fear, all conflict from their heart * – Some consider theology to be terminated, as there is nothing more that could be added – There are still many mysteries in Christianity and I refer to the more ample meaning of mystery Everything takes part in the mystery, everything has its own mystery because the godly judgments cannot be “reasoned” by the human mind Some get upset when they hear me say that the mystery of Christianity is yet to be discovered Many of the mysteries of Christianity are just beginning to come to light The revelation always deepens, without any contradiction Christianity is not depleted, it is a very deep 107 mystery which requires a very profound experiencing- feeling * – What do you think about the end of times? – The Fathers say that difficult times will come They say that there will be a time with so many books that one will find them even in the ditches, and then there will come a time when these books will be taken away That is why it would be very good if you could learn by heart an akathist and passages from the Holy Scripture, keep a library where you are in the world, for spiritual nourishment, until the harsher times of stringency will come, if you may live those times * – How can we bear the state of desperation in the world we live without falling ourselves victims to it? – Keep very close to the church, tăicuţule, because the world is held standing by the Church, through Liturgy, through Saints – There is an ever growing tension in the world, which seems to accumulate towards a critical point From all the paths, there seem to have remained only two: faith and nihilism – They say that, in the year 2000, God would have destroyed the world, but then He took pity on us “What need is there to destroy them? I shall wait until they destroy themselves ” – What do you think about this psychosis caused periodically by rumors of earthquakes? – There is this psychosis of the earthquake It bears some good in it, too, it wakes man up from his numbness, helps him to come out of his blind routine, stimulating an effort of consciousness 108 – Why does this obduracy occur? – Because people’s love has turned cold * – Father, what am I to do? After I come home from work I feel a compulsive hunger, so that nothing I eat does me good? – When you return home tired and stressed out, and you are hungry, rest for a little while, if you can, or at least do not immediately eat food, but some fruit Food requires a lot of energy to be digested It has been discovered that fruit can even make one feel refreshed, when one is tired – Avva, young people today are very disoriented, confused by all the experiences that consume all their vitality without bringing them any spiritual growth – The greatest problem concerning the young is the self-drugging, either through perversions of the body and of the conscience, or through perversions of the soul From the perversion of the bodily naturalness and of their own secretions, to the mental self-drugging, which is also drugging in itself One feeds on one’s own thought, repeatedly They have two very disastrous effects: they have toxic memories and create addiction – Father, what do you think about the spiritual influence of this spirit of consumerism? – The great temptation and challenge of our time is comfort, hoarding (accumulation) People do not want to know anymore about the mystery of poverty which leads to Christ – What should I do when I suffer from a bodily illness, a disease? – Măi tăticule, I myself have pain in my leg And I tell myself: “I must bear it, because what is more important, me or it?” – Avva, how can I serve God, as I am not worthy and I feel completely unclean! 109 – We do what we can, tăticule, because we do not do anything by ourselves – if there is something good, God does it The things we do are like the pebbles at the bottom of the building erected by God He is the One who allows all good things to happen and in fact, He is the One who makes them * – Avva, what shall I do, as I do not even pray sometimes and I easily fall into an indifference similar to despair What shall I do so that I could feel, as little as it may be, that I can be a son of God, that God also welcomes me as a son, that He does not turn His face away from me, in spite of the slime and emptiness I am wallowing in? – Măi tăicuțule, even if we sometimes find ourselves far away from God, He is always close to us, present, ready to lift us from the mud, to wash us with His mercy, dress us in new clothes at the first sign of spiritual struggle from our part In fact, He never turns away from us, this is a way of saying that we turn away from Him He does not even move away from us, because He is God also in hell, but we are the ones who tear away from Him So as not to be eaten by despair, the thought of our smallness must be always baptized in the thought of God’s great mercy How can we be sons, too? Well, we should become peace makers, as the Scripture tells us, that those will be called sons of God Stop the inner conflicts and contrarieties and get over all external matters, place it all in prostration before God and strive to remain in spiritual communicability with everyone and everything Try to maintain yourself within Christ’s words towards the apostles, towards us: “Rejoice!”, “My peace I give to you” Today, there are very few people who truly rejoice over Christ’s resurrection, as if we were not directly concerned nowadays That’s why the apostle says: “Rejoice always, pray continually!”, that means that prayer must secretly have God’s image before 110 it, it must be animated by the joy which places it before the light of our Messiah’s face, of Christ’s Resurrection Prayer without the orientation given by God’s Resurrection itself is random, it is like groping, just like fish out of water * – Father, it is very hard to live in the world, because the temptations and the deceptions (sminteli) have increased – So it is, măi tăticule, they say that in the end, most of the people will be mad and if there will be one wise man, they will point their finger at him, calling him mad Well, doesn’t Christ Himself say that if they had persecuted Him, those who follow Him, will also be persecuted, mocked and hunted? However, the mystery is that, although there is much misery in this world, you can still preserve your cleanness, if you remain with Christ, like the ray that touches everything yet it does not get dirty Let the others say that you are mad, but strive to be as discreet as possible and do not show off, do not brag about doing something, instead let it all be without contradicting the others, without justifying yourself or responding to evil, be like a fool, but a peaceful fool for Christ Be ready to help, be present in spirit at the joys and sufferings of the people around you In time, God is working, eyes will open a bit more We want to make revolutions over night and we are always disappointed But the main thing is to be with Christ, because only in this way will we not shake at the slightest breeze of temptation – Avva, many people say that they are derailed/ unsettled by unworthy priests and monks and stop going to church How can I tell the secrets of my heart to a person who dishonors all things holy?, they say – These are the times they talked about when those who sanctify themselves shall sanctify themselves even 111 more, whereas those who spoil their image shall be strengthened in their evil Waters separate, the world is sieved out, but here lies a great mystery, as God shall wait until the end so that the bad will be able to repent in the last moment Thus, God is not unjust, as the workers mentioned in the Gospel thought Him to be, because He looks at the ardor and longing of man’s heart, and those who return in their last hour usually have such a fervent ardor and longing that they surpass those who have endured the “heat and the hotness of the day”, who have maintained this ardor and longing but in a more lukewarm way They say that Christ had waited on the Cross to the last minute for Judas’s return Even when Judas kisses Him right before selling Him to the Jews, Christ tells him: My friend, why have you come? He shows Judas that his disposition has not changed Is faith built upon man or upon Christ? Is Christ the foundation of the Church or is it us, His servants? It is true, some Fathers say, that some servants of God are mere “clothes stands for black attires”, as it seems that they have no spirituality, but our faith lies in Christ and the mysteries within the Church are the work of the Holy Spirit, they are not just a mere performance or show, as some people seem to suggest That’s why, nowadays, only those who build themselves upon Christ do not stagger and are not derailed, because they seek to partake of God who works over and through all human weaknesses Here lies the great mystery, it takes more faith and humbleness to receive forgiveness and to receive the Eucharist from the hand of a seemingly unworthy person, rather than from the hand of a person whom everyone recognizes as a saint Moreover, some of God’s servants actually bring themselves down in the eyes of the world in order to hide from its vainglory I know a priest who would shout out loud, impudently asking for money from those he knew to be very rich, knowing too well that he 112 would be calumniated and mocked as money-lover, while in the meantime he would pray even at night for their redemption and whenever he received anything, he would give it to the poor or to churches and monasteries People despised and spoke ill of him, but he secretly sanctified himself That’s why one should never allow any thought of judgment, especially because priests are being judged by the measure of their gift One ought not to take these lightly, tăticule, they are God’s great mysteries! * – What if you are asked, through obedience, to do something against your conscience in God, to commit a sin, even against the belief of the Holy Fathers? – If this is the case, forgive me, but you shouldn’t We do not make war, we do not hate or despise anyone and we do not fall into fanaticism, yet we piously guard the image of our priceless inheritance all the way to sacrifice Obedience means humbling yourself no matter how much, taking upon yourself all sins, all slavery, however not the heresy, faithlessness, blasphemy, because obedience cannot claim something that separates us from God The Image of God is man’s greatest treasure and whoever falsifies or deforms It, loses everything What shall man give in return for his Image? Nothing from this world, that’s why the saints were willing to go to death in order to guard this image of the right faith – Father, a temptation that the clerics or the more “gifted” Christians have to face is to sometimes act as if they were those to be served, and not those who wanted to serve others as Christ tells them Why do I mention this? Because while they are following their goal, be it a worthy one, they do humble themselves to learn about the real needs of the people, but they seem to relentlessly follow their own plans without being receptive to what is 113 happening around them, to the joys and suffering of those around them – Măi tăticule, that is a delicate problem, one must not judge superficially On one hand, you must bear your cross, taking care that you are the one who serves first But sometimes this leaning toward the joys and sufferings of the world is being misunderstood by some people in a too sentimental way, so that you may end up living within the spirit of the world How can one be receptive and communicative and still not be contaminated by the spirit of the world, herein lies the great problem So, in order to discern, it is important to keep silent and not get tangled with the spirit of the world One must respect everybody’s specific and inheritance, take everyone and yourself first of all just as they are, without looking upon them through your own opinions and momentary impulses or tempera- ment bursts Many people are willing and hurrying to help, but if they are not enlightened from Above, they rather end up bringing the others down, just like blind men leading other blind men Or they themselves are brought down completely by those whom they hold out their hand to That’s why, let us not mind appearances Some people who seem more distant and more reserved, prove to be closer and more ready to help during the really important moments, while others who may appear more affectionate abandon you when you need them most With a taintless prayer to Christ, the saints have delivered their fellow beings from hell The important thing is to place Christ between you and the other, because He is the Path from one heart to another – Avva, where should we retreat? The little secret remote places where once peace and Hesychasm flourished are now contaminated by the world’s steamroller – Măi tăticule, such are the times we live in When you are surrounded what shall you do? Just like in the war, you can only surrender But there lies the mystery Who 114 do you surrender to, to the enemy or to Christ? Because if you surrender to Christ, you obtain victory even if all seemed hopeless, winning it even without a fight It is now that the power of spirituality is revealed, who assimilates whom when the world invades us with its spirit There is a ceaseless pressure which tries to assimilate you, but if you always have Christ, you cannot be assimilated If the enemy “steals” even your spirit, what remains is the icon he cannot tear from you A recluse saint had once placed an icon in the window of his hut so as he would not even see the beauty of nature but only the beauty of the Icon, the Image transfigured by God’s glory We may lose everything, but we should not lose Christ and we shall be alive within the light of His Image His redeeming beauty which can only be found with struggle and sacrifice must not be replaced by the aesthetics of comfort Whoever does not look upon the world “through the eyes of the icon” should not dare enter the mystery church of Hesychasm, an old iconographer hermit used to say * 14 November 2001, diary page, Frăsinei Father was sicker than the last time “The marrow festers”, he said to me when I told him that I had also been very ill lately “You are like me This type of nourishment delays the disease as much as it can Both you and I have received many gifts, but there comes a time when only humbleness and love matter, a time when they are the only things you must focus on and pursue The purpose of suffering is godly, it prepares us for the passage, it gets us closer to Christ, it reveals who we are, through the apparent deprivation of all gifts, it shows how little love we have accumulated and embodied Saint Gregory of Dekapolis suffered very much, too! He had hydrothorax and it is said that he got completely swollen, one couldn’t even 115 recognize his face and after he died, the water was eliminated and there remained holy relics How much did the saints suffer! How hard it must be to be a saint! and Saint Basil the Great was ill, he had problems with his stomach I have reached 58 years of age, I have lived more than Saint Basil the Great” * – Father, how should I fight anger? – One cannot reason too seriously with anger, you try not to mind it Sometimes anger emerges out of an exaggerated seriousness – Sometimes, some people on the street are picking on me, mocking my beard, how should I react? – Măi tăticule, Avva smiled, people have picked on me too One day as I was walking through town a man grabbed my kalimavkion from my head, I thought he was going to beat me and he told me: “Someone like you (a monk) has deceived my wife” One must not mind these, they pass – My will has weakened, sometimes I do not even keep my penance (canon28) what shall I do? – My son, do not worry, all these are human weaknesses But hear it from me, the penance is something – no matter how small, as much as you can do – that you must do every day, come hell or high water It is not good to take up burdensome penances which you cannot fulfill 28 The Romanian word canon is typically an obedience a disciple must perform at the suggestion of his/her confessor containing a certain amount of time spent in prayer, akatists to read, metanies/ prostrations to perform, charity to be made to the needy, in order to raise the disciple’s awareness to his weaknesses, keep him on the right path and also as penance for the sins that were taken away through God’s mercy and through the confessor’s pardon 116 * – Avva, please pray for us! – I do, I do, you are my children! * – Avva, have you seen a doctor? – Yes, măi tăticule, but there is nothing they can do, it is a genetic problem, genetic inheritance Many people from my family had had this disease, it is hereditary I have dreamed many times that someone was telling me to take the dead-man down from the attic Well, măi tăticule, sometimes we carry an inheritance which needs to be burned through suffering I have prayed to God to keep my mind lucid until the end – Father, sometimes my illness makes me so that I cannot do anything anymore As if I have chains tied to my legs – Măi tăticule, we both have received many gifts from God Now let us maintain our humbleness, our love of God and of our fellow beings When confronted with illness and death only humbleness and love remain, the other gifts return to God – But, Avva, I am tormented by the thought that I could have done more! – Do not say that you could have done more, God does not ask any extraordinary thing of you, the gifts we receive are for us to put into work, to work our redemption with them One needs hard work and patience * The penance given by Avva was a priceless gift, because you truly had the feeling that he was laying down his soul for you, as if he were doing the penance together with you You desired the penance, even if it seemed you could not do it, because you felt Avva’s participation, 117 Avva’s prayer came upon you and sheltered you, you experienced, at your humble measure, a fragment of the love of the son doing his Father’s will: “Let us too, tăicuţule, bring our own response as sons!” * – He who steps within the mystery in prostration- reverence towards the Embodied Word has access to the mystery of language, said Avva * – Remember us in your prayer, Father! – Of course, my son Remember me in your prayers, too * In the last week before the death of the Pious Father, I went to see him a couple of times, four and respectively two days before his passing to the Lord On the 28th of June I reached the Holy Monastery, longing to see Avva, who had telephoned me, exceptionally (he had only done it once), and told me to come and see him I heard that he had also told this to some other disciples; he could feel his end coming and he wanted to give us some final advice, to leave us in order spiritually The door of the hut was open, he needed air He was breathing heavily He was very glad to see me Although it was obvious that he was feeling very ill, first of all he wanted to know how I was And indeed I had a problem and the All-pious gave me some crucial advice regarding my life, advice which restored my peace of mind, as always Furthermore, he had set in order what I was to do after his passing, he gave me advice about the ritual of my spiritual life, he set me on the good path, you could say, in a spiritual order within which I could grow the Image of Son He could hardly talk, he would stop a lot because of his heavy breathing Only after he sorted out my life, I 118 could worriedly ask him how he felt Avva felt stings and stitches in his heart He told me that he might have fibrillation I replied that fibrillation was a very serious condition and that it might not be that Avva humbly said that if God was willing, it would be alright and I should not worry I told him, like the fool I was, although it was obvious that Avva could not move anymore, that he should get out and exercise, lest his body might get too stiff He replied delicately that he did that, of course, and I might rest assured He asked me to bring him some medicine from Bucharest When he blessed me, I felt a great fatherly love pouring over me and filling my heart I painfully felt that he was on the Threshold of Passing from this life Of course, I could not accept that fact by any means Avva did not want to see us suffer for him, he would hide his suffering very bravely He only wanted to bring joy to our hearts and help us find the path of the steadfast prostration before God Upon leaving, I asked Father Valerian to tell me when the time came for Avva to pass away, but father Valerian told me that Avva had forbidden his monk-disciples to let people know about his passing “Those will come, who will be brought by the Holy Mother”, Avva had said Returning to Bucharest I contracted a corneal ulcer I was desperate that I could not return to Frăsinei at once I prayed with tears to our Lord and to His Holy Mother and to Saint Calinic – the guardian of my life and of all my journeys to Frăsinei – to heal me so that I could go there, for my Father’s prayers The wound healed unexpectedly quickly and although it had not entirely closed, after 2 days, on the 30th of June, I desperately started my journey to bring Avva the requested medicine Meanwhile I had spoken to some doctors from Bucharest and they had confirmed the fact that the medicine was suitable for the respective symptoms 119 I did not mind the fact that my still unhealed wound could become septic, all I could see before my eyes was: Frăsinei! And indeed, with God’s mercy, the wound healed amazingly quickly compared to other times before When I arrived at Frăsinei, Father was exhausted by the disease He gave me the final advice regarding what I was to do after his passing That I should move forward, putting all my faith in God and in the Holy Mother, let my life flow according to God’s will, without worrying about what was to come I was to finish what I had started, without making plans beforehand about what I was to do afterwards, because somehow I was going to receive assurance from God He blessed me and sent me to the church service Again, I felt that out of that great weakness there poured out a great fatherly love containing something unspoken, beyond any understanding and beyond nature, as if it were united with the love of the Holy Trinity Itself I cannot describe those moments which I wished I could cherish for an eternity I returned in the morning Father seemed to be sleeping, but he was exhausted He did not open his eyes, only slightly lifted his right hand and reached above my head, blessing my leave Once again I felt filled with peace, although the ephemeral parting had imprinted upon my heart, like an irremovable cross On the 2nd of July I received a call from a follower who had been announced by Avva’s brother Avva was going to be buried in a hurry – upon his own request – so that he would have a monastic burial ceremony: simple, discreet, not with many people attending, or agitation and much fuss I announced whoever I could and the day after, I left for my beloved monastery I arrived right before noon Avva’s body had been placed in a little room, with Saint Calinic’s icon, which had been painted by Avva himself, watching over him The Book of Psalms was being read 120 I received an unexpected gift: I was asked by a father to read and I also read from the Psalms for some time in silence until they took Father’s body The words were flowing and clinging to my heart like a cooling creek Then, there was the church service The impressive, parting speech, spoken by the Reverend Father Avva Neonil, like an icon where Avva’s obedience, humbleness, love for the monastic life and for the church services, his impressive constancy, his spiritual concern as a Father had been depicted, all leading to the natural conclusion that: He is alive now! Then there followed the description filled with spiritual sensitivity, made by Bishop Irineu, who had come from the same Monastery which is called the Romanian Athos for the remarkable spiritual practice and life of the monastery, watched over in mystery by the Holy Mother and by Saint Calinic All those present could live the peace and joy of having a guardian in heaven One could not feel the heavy sadness of death, but only the living longing of reuniting within the light and joy of God Avva had entered with his presence the inner dimension of his disciples It seemed that they were all praying like Elisei: Avva, give me, the unworthy one, a part of your spirit and your spiritual legacy, so that I can carry the image of son and always praise God Bestow upon us, the followers, a speck of your fatherly love, so that we may flame up for the godly longing, like you have Don’t leave us orphaned, but watch upon us out of God’s glory: “Oh, my Avva, my Avva, / unworthy as I may be, / I shall praise you in eternity / like the Father who made me / God’s oblation!” (Father Ghelasie’s words to Arsenie Praja the Hermit, his confessor/spiritual father) * – How should I behave at the College of Theology, as I also have a job? 121 – Breeze through it Have neither too bad, nor too good grades Do not befriend anyone in particular and take your exams – What shall I do when I see a lot of disturbance and even corrupting bad examples around me? – Măi tăticule, what can you do? Prostrate and do not sin Do not philosophize * In one of his letters where he praises the patristic model of Christian spirituality, Father Ghelasie also brings to light the very interesting and much debated issue of the spiritual exception29 “Through their harsher canons”, underlines the Pious, the Holy Fathers “wanted (through a truly psychological insight of divine inspiration) to re-establish the aspiration/longing towards all things holy, the concern of being worthy (of receiving) of the holy sacraments” But the sobriety and intransigency of guarding the holy sacraments are unjustly interpreted by the world as fanaticism, a “close-minded” attitude But what is the true meaning of this sobriety? It clearly doesn’t mean not to reach for the man to the level of his human weaknesses and helplessness, not to pick man up from where he is, as it means that “in certain situations some people are supposed to be taken easily (according to Saint Paul), like some children who must be first fed with the milk of spirituality, and only afterwards with the strong bread of spiritual perfection ” The problem is very delicate, Father Ghelasie emphasized, because it must be well understood, the spiritual exception must not be an end in itself, but it must really serve the spiritual growth, it constitutes a pedagogical gesture of adaptation to circumstances and to person, of the spiritual method, of the path towards the 29 allowance 122 goal, and not at all the goal of perfection in itself Those who turn exception-allowance into an abandonment of the goal of Christian fulfillment itself, and do not use is as a search of the most adequate path for each person towards the fulfillment in the light of Christ, towards the sanctification of life according to the resemblance with Christ and with the Fathers of the Church, they only endeavor to deform the image of Christian life itself “Here lies the misunderstanding: at the beginning, you do not scare those whom you desire to bring to God, but gradually you must help them reach the measure of the Holy Fathers, otherwise there is no Christian fulfillment – this is not accepted by many people, because they are afraid to give themselves up in total self-surrender to Christ, thus preferring a new form of redemption, of dualism: both God and the world with its sins That’s why Father Arsenie was sometimes vocal against this balancing between the sinful world and God, because it obscured the true brightness of Christianity He who really desires to be a Christian can do nothing else but follow the model of the Holy Fathers!” The pedagogical methods represent a spiritual exception not only for the believer, but also for the helplessness of the priest to call up and put in practice his spiritual gift – which afterwards grows and bears fruit inside the disciples, and produces true miracles within those who are guided like that, overwhelming, through grace, the pedagogical, human methods Thus, Father Ghelasie emphasized, in “the elaborate explanation and revelation of the Christian life and the clarifications towards which he can aspire, the power of the Holy Spirit intervenes, and also the grace acquired by the spiritual father which can create true miracles” Apart from the pedagogical, practical knowledge necessary for a confessor/spiritual father, “the measure of the priest is the Longing for Sainthood, for the 123 Holy light that can rekindle the extinguished light of the fallen souls” A real spiritual struggle takes place, so that the worldly spirit, the seeds of sin and the roots of the habits of passion will not prevail within those who have fallen into sins The believers themselves resist and oppose their own spiritual growth, and this reaction indirectly demands to be neutralized by the grace of the spiritual father/ confessor who “lays down his soul” for his (spiritual) followers For this purpose, it is necessary that the priest be “spiritually stronger, animated by the longing for God, having a continual askesis and perseverance, just like the Holy Fathers had when they prayed for the non-believers for nights in a row” The allowances offered to believers – without any reason or projected spiritual fruition – express in fact the priest’s own lack of spiritual endeavor, ultimately his indulgence towards himself In order to make an exception, exactly when this exception is needed and not contrariwise, one requires a spiritual discernment which can be earned by the priest only through self-askesis and self-intransigence Only in this way, Father Ghelasie underlines, are the priest’s indulgence and allowance towards the others applied efficiently, in various circumstances, through the understanding gained by his own spiritual experience, thus not harming his creed or mission The disciples are not those hearing the Word’s voice through their spiritual father, as much as those who successfully undergo the “filiation test”, those who receive and truly follow Christ Who has been Announced and born within their hearts by their spiritual father * – Tăticule, do not hate anyone and do not kill anything, as they are all God’s doing Let yourself be killed, if needed, but do not kill anything 124 – Not even the fleas, Avva? Not even the bed bugs? – Well, did you create them yourself, smart guy? * Making the fire in Avva Ghelasie’s hut implied askesis, as that little room seemed to comprise the whole universe Father had fitted it with all things necessary, starting with some large Holy Icons – like those meant for a church – but which were in complete harmony with an “armchair” (a used removed car seat), a wardrobe one could not really access, and shelves In time, other shelves had been added for the many “weeds” he was drying with our help and placing them in big 1l or 2l plastic bottles In that “den” you could find books, plants, dried bread and monastic bread, countless types of seeds, roots, papers, books, bags, sieves and pots, plates and sticks, mice, bugs and people all in search of God, guided by Avva’s boundless-love filled Soul But what could be found there, in the hut, was God’s PEACE that we all run to * Not even now do I know what illnesses Avva had suffered from He gradually went stiff In the end, he could only move his hands, his right foot and his head He would sometimes tell us that he had terrible vertigo But to complain, he never did I could never hear him whining about his pains God had gifted him with a Capacity to suffer pain just like the Martyrs had * It was during Easter Week, I was sitting on a stool no bigger than a matchbox, drying some healing or nourishing herbs I do not quite remember I was with my back to Avva when I heard him say, in a soft voice, almost weeping: 125 – It is not good like this It is not good What shall the Fathers do first: celebrate the Holy Trinity or bury me? It is not good While he was talking I thought he was talking to me or that somebody had entered the hut I slowly turned and froze, because I realized that he was not talking to me He was talking to “somebody else”, I could neither see, nor hear, nor sense I instantaneously resumed my chores, trying to get lost among the herbs which had been placed to dry But I did remember At the night vigil for the Descent of the Holy Spirit, Avva fell really ill Only then did I remember the conversation from the Easter Week I went to the Table of Oblation and alerted the Fathers who were there I thought that Avva’s Passing would take place during that night But it was no to be then The postponement he had asked for, he was granted I think he had asked for the post- ponement for our sake too We were not ready for his passing! And he knew this and loved us as helpless children that we were His heart hurt seeing me so stupid and ignorant, a prey to all the perils that endangered one’s Salvation – My son, be careful, don’t shame me!, these are the words which constantly follow me Shaming him meant not being worthy of the honor of being a monk, of this Holy place filled with God’s Gifts and of the other Fathers serving in the Holy Altar, not being worthy to be called an Orthodox Christian! * There was also something else that everybody noticed You went to see Avva feeling in an unnatural way (calmness and peace, reconcilement and the thought of God are the natural ways of the Christian-Orthodox mind) and you left, feeling at Peace Calm Reconciled Always! And everybody had experienced the same feeling His hut 126 was visited both by simple laymen and great intellectuals, monks, priests, hierarchs All looking for the same thing: peace, equilibrium and an understanding beyond-nature of life They were looking for what they had lost – My son, do not contradict anyone, ever! And do not panic! Avva Ghelasie had a very powerful prayer, meaning that it was quickly answered by God And he was loved by the Holy Mother Alas for those who did not obey his words or who tried to take him down I had witnessed some episodes which would have intrigued even an atheist Many people would come to Avva in order to seek God’s favor And they could immediately find it! But who was left to pay the devil’s bill? Avva Ghelasie’s cross would ceaselessly carry – just like flocks of crows – our new and newer sins These sins had taken him down Avva Ghelasie knew that we could not suffer for our mistakes and sins, that we refused the cleansing fire And he would take it all upon him That’s why he was so loved and passed away prematurely – we say – as if someone, except for God, could know man’s time of passing * – Avva! I cannot bear it anymore! I feel like hitting everyone! They all come here, spilling all their pigswill into this piece of heaven And they keep coming and coming, more and more I have no time for my own affairs! – My son, be a Father! Do not shame me You are also placed here to be consumed Offer yourself with love The Heavenly Father continuously offers As diptych reader, you must love everyone as your own children Do not imagine you are more than a simple diptych reader But, be a Father! 127 * God and Father’s prayers are eternal lights that my soul, body and my whole being wants to put to spiritual work, just like the All-pious has permanently asked of me – “Serve Christ and by loving God and your fellow beings you will ‘rest’ within the eternity of the heavenly Father” * The man full of life but with restrained movements, signifying the profound interior equilibrium, whom I had been introduced to, was the wonderful Father Ghelasie However, the essential thing that deeply affected me, was his look that I shyly searched for; those eyes so alive and full of human warmth, dominated by the gravity and constancy of the spoken word, which only the people of profound askesis and permanent prayer have From then on, everything became a wonderful and blessed deepening of the relationship which I, as a young disciple, was to develop as much as I could I learned so many things, that sometimes I felt flooded Whenever I left him, I felt overwhelmed but freed from worldly errancies and weaknesses, profoundly motivated for my theological journey The sobriety and even bluntness which the All- Pious sometimes used in his speeches were connected to the true and total ministration that he requested from those who desired to become servants of the Holy and Orthodox Church of Christ He would take down any impediments and obstacles of misunderstanding or false fears and prudery regarding the Christian life and the relationship with the Living God He would often joke, telling me or someone else: – Come on, tăticule, be a real man, an Image of Christ, and not a wimp… God has summoned you to work and what do you do, you’re sitting like a cow chewing, 128 ignorant of the grand worthiness you have been summoned to Such delicate observations, theologoumena I’d dare say, of a true original learned Father, modern from the point of view of the times, but extraordinary from the point of view of the continuity within the Holy Eastern Orthodox Tradition, reveal him to be a powerful thinker, able to tackle any kind of religious, theological subject or any subject regarding the history of culture or the philo- sophy of religions In his presence everything became transparent, all became clear: meanings that one would never have guessed or that would have taken years of toilsome search for any pursuer of Christian spirituality * As I originate from Muereasca de Sus, Vâlcea County, near the Frăsinei Monastery, I joyfully observed all the spiritual successes of the monastery and I boasted about the fact that I came from the village near this monastery However, I was a little sad that there were no renowned writers in the Monastery But one day I discovered Father Ghelasie’s little booklet, The mini-dogmatic-theology I went to see Father and congratulated him He told me: – Take a look and review it, see if you find mistakes! – What should I review, Father? I am amazed by these writings and by the way you write Not only does the Frasinei Monastery have a notable literary man, but you also come up with such impressive novelties and have such an unusual, unique style that it seems you are telling the contemporaries: – You want philosophy? I’ll show you philosophy! You want theology? I’ll show you theology!” Modest as he was, he answered: – Well, tăticule, I only scribble things! I always thought that the cross of every generation of Christians is to present Jesus Christ’s message rendered for the mentality 129 of the times, using the means and forms of the times to guide each generation Essentially, Father Ghelasie does not bring anything new to Theology The Christian orthodox teaching is strictly observed However, he sheds new light upon it and uses profound, adequate and studied terms He casts light upon it from unusual angles, always placing it in contrast with the ancient, medieval and current philosophy, as well as with different heretic trends within Christianity or with other spiritualities from different religions which have survived in different forms until today Father Ghelasie was a wonderful man I have no doubt that he is there, in heavens, together with all the great dwellers of the Frăsinei Monastery and together, in general, with all the great Fathers of the Early Church Blaise Pascal said that man is like a thinking reed This also applied to Father Ghelasie, not just figuratively but also concretely He was slender like a gentle, joyful and thinking reed I say that he was a wonderful man because even now I cannot understand how he was able to stay informed and be up to date with all the theories and the philosophical and religious movements of the world, while still living the harsh monastic life and with all the daily and nightly church services I think that Father Ghelasie’s writings are going to be less studied in the present but more in the future, as he communicates through the use of some concepts which require a serious and sustained exercise within the Christian spirituality and the humankind’s spirituality, as it has been generally embedded in various cultures (Father Nicolae Popescu) * I met father Ghelasie during a period of great torments of my soul I was looking for a spiritual father/confessor and upon reaching Frăsinei I could see how sought-after 130 Father Ghelasie was I decided to confess to Father Ghelasie myself too During confession, I told him that I would like him to be my spiritual father He told me that it was not possible because I could not come regularly to confession and I needed a permanent spiritual father “But how am I to find him?”, I asked “Go to Bucharest to the church where Saint Cyprian’s relics are and pray to Saint Cyprian to find you a spiritual father” In the beginning, not being accustomed to the mysteries of faith, I was surprised even a little intrigued by Father’s advice I couldn’t even imagine how my quest could come true However, when I returned to Bucharest, I felt the inner impulse of listening to the advice I had been given and went to the church which had been indicated by Father Ghelasie When I saw Saint Cyprians’ hand, I was a bit embarrassed, I did not even know how to pray However, I knelt down and the only words that came to my mind were: “Saint Cyprian, please find me a spiritual father” I got up and as I left the church I met a friend He was in a hurry to get to another church to confess “I am coming, too”, I said immediately There, I met the spiritual father who has been given to me by God, for Saint Cyprian’s and Father Ghelasie’s prayers I had the clear feeling that none of these has been coincidental; Father Ghelasie had faithfully prayed to God for me, so that all the necessary things for my redemption would come true and he had foreseen God’s wonderful doing * After a confession, someone was forbidden for a great number of years to receive the Holy Communion He had lived a live full of quests, but away from the Church, unlit by the grace and thus, without a spiritual discernment regarding his thoughts and actions During confession, becoming aware of the many sins and especially of his 131 distancing from church, he was brought to his senses – as one might say – and felt deep remorse, shedding many tears for the life spent in the darkness of his ignorance of God But having searched for God all the time, he was touched by His love His sense of unworthiness and of the impossibility to fulfill his longing to be united with God, faced with the prospect of the long forbiddance to receive the Holy Communion, he was slowly pulled towards despair He went to see Father Ghelasie for advice Without having a chance to tell anything to him, as if Avva had already known it all, he told him: “Do not fear The path towards confession and communion is not measured in years, but in contrition If you have true penitence, you can receive the Holy Communion even tomorrow ” Avva did not give consent for Communion, but encouraged him greatly that God was the One who arranged the return and He was the One who gave consent when He knew that the person was ready to receive it So he let himself in God’s hands and he was given permission by his own spiritual father to receive the Holy Communion right on Resurrection Day * Father Ghelasie would say that during confession the priest takes upon himself one third of the burden of the sins of those confessing And whether he likes it or not, this is the cross of the priest consciously carried by those who love God The priest’s mission is to become like Christ, Who has taken upon Himself the sins of the world and has carried its weaknesses One third of the burden is taken by God and the remaining third is taken by the man himself, so that justice is fulfilled and sin is crucified and dissolved through the work of grace Thus, the priest has a high and heavy responsibility, which he can only properly fulfill and carry by submitting to God’s will and with 132 God’s help Without God’s grace, without the grace of priesthood, no priest would be able to carry the entrusted burden * I could not say that I was Father Ghelasie’s disciple We have spoken a few times about fundamental religious matters He was a very forthright man, with whom you could talk openly If in the beginning, my meetings with Avva had been but an occasion to openly debate some hot issues, with the passing of time I began to feel the spiritual power of Father’s words He was a man of peace and prayer Father had received from God the gift of spiritual foreseeing For example, he told some acquaintances of mine what they had done on their way from the church below to the monastery, things that Father had seen with the spirit These small revelations had the purpose of opening the heart of the person who came to see Avva to receive the seed of faith and the hope in the All-Seeing God’s care, to prepare the path of spiritual love for which everything (such as the spiritual transformation of the whole being) is possible * Once I went to the Holy Frăsinei Monastery during the Great Lent I had decided not to eat any food cooked with oil and upon reaching the monastery, I ran into Father Ghelasie He told me to come to lunch and walked me to the refectory But when I saw that the food was cooked with oil, I refused to eat it And then Avva told me: “Hey, are you smarter than the Church?” “Why, Avva?” “Well, we are all eating with oil and you do not wish to do so?” But he told me this in such a way, not as an order, not as something moralizing, but his words were filled with the spirit of a synodal presence, a feeling that penetrated me It might seem surprising, because Father had a special “diet” too – a sort of Hesychast nourishment which he 133 followed also as an obedience-penance from his spiritual father, Arsenie Praja, with whom he had lived in hermitage in the Apuseni Mountains However, Father Ghelasie had reached such a high spiritual level that he could not be shaken by vainglory anymore; he did it discretely, unseen, like an offering and at the same time, like something natural, in a way that, bedight by God’s grace, he did not create the feeling of isolation or separation from community, a feeling that usually generates the temptation of rejection in those around (just like towards a foreign body) I think that Father saw with his spirit that at my (spiritual) level where I could be easily shaken and troubled by vainglory, I would benefit more from the answer of participating to that common spiritual, through which I could partake in the spiritual transformation and God’s gift This experience had been a real help for me and I do tell it quite often to the others, not just because of its significance, but also because I am aware of the fact that the words of the Fathers contain hidden in them the working power of God’s grace which they have accrued during their life and through their askesis And only because of that, these words are more easily received to bring fruition and to open man’s heart towards God * Avva had a very special artistic sense, he spoke in parables and tales with less apparent significance at first sight, but which was revealed in time, through personal opening and search * In Braşov, there was quite a large yoga group and also quite vulnerable because of the thoroughly studied amalgam between Christian and oriental mysticism This amalgam would cause, in time, severe breaches in the 134 mental and spiritual equilibrium that could generate direct demonic attacks This group would also practise the daily reading of Saint Basil the Great’s Special prayers for exorcism and healing – prayers which they would wear around their neck like small icons At the same time, they practised tantric yoga The behavioral oddities started to occur quickly and terrified many of them Their only chance was the Holy Frăsinei Monastery, where exorcisms were continuously performed and where they were received with absolute kindness and gentleness by Avva Hence, many had been cured and gave up yoga and any other form of oriental mysticism, staying within the Orthodox Church For those who had been particularly “hurt”, Avva said that the only Medicine was the Grace of the Holy Liturgy which they were to attend for many years, to be cleansed and cured For some of them, the treatment took as long as ten years * A special and rather frequent case encountered in the beginning of the 90s was the “hearing of voices” and “the special visions” Four 12th graders, boys who loved to have fun, were shocked to hear during their winter holiday, at night, a rather strong voice, telling them that it was “god – the father” The voice began to “teach” them – they suddenly gave up partying and their erratic lifestyle The boys started going to church, repented, confessed, and seemed to be different people, always present at the church services, obedient ”true” Christians One night, the voice began to tell each of them about their family tree and so they found out that they would be no less than the reincarnated holy evangelists The temptation to believe was great, but out of God’s Mercy, Avva was close to us, so we went together with the boys to see him and he cured them of the voices and of the reincarnation nonsense Since then, the boys found the haven of peace at 135 the Holy Frăsinei Monastery Throughout the years, the boys who came to see Avva, many of them friends or colleagues of the four, have reached fulfillment through Christian living, following Avva’s words, some of them even graduating from Theology, being ordained, establishing a true Christian family, making Avva happy with their children, all of them fulfilling their mission as Christians in the world * I remember another event It was around 1995, during autumn A colleague told me about her dreadful pain: liver cancer She would often faint, because of the terrible pains On the 1st of December, as it was a holiday, I went together with her and two other colleagues to see Avva The Holy Unction was performed at the church below Through a man that was going to the church above, I asked Avva to come down there The church below was full of people There were many ill women, almost one hundred They were young, no more than 30 years of age and some little children, too, also ill The demonic screams, cries, laughter were so strong and terrifying that you felt terror-stricken Everything became still when Father Hieromonk Inochentie uttered in prayer the word Humbleness; repeating it about three times all the demons would be dumb and afterwards they would begin again Avva came, releasing us from our dread He heard our confessions with a Heavenly Gentleness The colleague with cancer was cured; the liver tumor retreated until it disappeared completely, just like the ultrasound pictures showed Her pains ceased right after her confession She diligently followed Avva’s advice, eating food without oil, no sweets, a lot of monastic bread, rice, uncooked vege- tables, fruit and a lot of prayers Also the other colleagues have received then an answer to their problems 136 * May-June 2003 The young son of a family had been sent home from the hospital without any chances of recovery: he was operated on in order to remove the urinary bladder, but tens of liver tumors had been discovered They went to see Avva He was cleaning his hut, helped by a monk In his great kindness, he received them; he encouraged the father, asking him to confess, blessed the son, giving his blessing for a certain treatment and strengthening their faith in Our Lord Jesus Christ’s mercy 2 August 2003 At Avva’s memorial service, three months after his passing, the boy’s parents wrote to the Reverend Father about their son’s recovery, thus thanking Father Ghelasie * In the summer of 1992 I went to Avva together with my daughters, my brother Dorin and his daughter, Roxana Avva heard our confession and read to us the healing prayers; he continued to do so for the next 3 years When autumn came, I waited for the ulcer episodes to reappear, as they had been punctually occurring for the last thirteen years With great astonishment did I realize that my ulcer had been cured, as those episodes never returned Silently, I thanked Avva, as he had secretly healed my ulcer and many other diseases, known and unknown He cured our disease of naivety regarding the spiritual awareness and experience He also cured our zealotry, but he also got us rid of a huge spiritual handicap: fixation” Concerning the education of the children, each time I talked to Avva, he would repeat to me – for about two years – to be very careful how I raised them, because Christ was going to ask me about this at the Last 137 Judgment Avva stopped warning me as soon as I discovered the right answer, namely that I did not know anything about the correct education of my children Avva, through his prayers, could intercede before our Holy Mother, the Saints and the Holy Angels, to help me in my ignorance and weakness, making me grow as a mother and making my children grow as true Christians, true people With his faith in God’s mercy and love, Avva had nursed us for years, telling us loud and clear, from the very beginning, that greater than God’s Power is His Mercy towards us He also guided our life towards our Praising and Loving of the Saints telling us to read their Akathist every day, so that the Saints would become our spiritual patrons He told us that the most mysterious Akathist is the Akathist of the Holy Mother, which we should read daily, as we were reborn every day and upon each new rebirth, the Holy Mother would take us under her guidance If the daily worries became too over- whelming, we should at least read the first kontakion, but to consider doing that as vital He also taught us not to hurt any creature, always respecting life He taught us not to judge a person because he/she could be a saint And he told us the story of a young Roman Christian who lived during the times of persecution, a young man wildly beaten by his father because he attended the Christian prayers even though he knew he could be caught and punished But the child did not protest, did not cry, he only kissed his father’s hands and feet, shouting: “Father, father, you are a saint!”, upon hearing these words his father would beat him even more ferociously Eventually, the young man was caught and made a martyr together with other Christians His father, attending the son’s martyrdom, was so very shaken by his faith and stoutness that he asked to die for Christ, together with his son And he died as a saint 138 In all his advice concerning the living of a Christian life, Avva was and is a living example to be followed During all these years, I have never heard him judge somebody, no matter how much that person might have angered or hurt him Avva raised us as orphaned children whom he adopted and cared for forever * I started with The Memoirs of a Hesychast; neither I nor my brother “understood” much, instead we would be filled up with a delicate joy which placed us in “something” that we diffusely but intensively recognized something from the depth of our being It was like the fairy tale with the dragon of dragons, which stole the sister and locked her in a castle in its realm The brother would go on a search to find her, going through fire and water, taking as a token for guidance the little loaves of bread with mother’s milk baked by their mother; eating those loaves, his sister was freed by the spell of oblivion, thus remembering who she was, her family, parents and the world she had left behind, freeing herself from the dragon’s captivity Avva taught us that each fairy tale had a profound significance, rising from the memories of the origin of creation, of the world For us, Avva’s books are like the loaves of bread from the fairy tale, eating them we remember our origins, remember who we are He told us that the language used in his books must not stop us from reading them, although we might not understand this language in the beginning we should have patience and keep on reading This is what we did with each of the books and slowly, a ray of light burst out, like a spark * We can attest, from our own experience, that meeting Father Ghelasie, even only in his books (not through his books, but in his books!) produces a spiritual movement 139 toward the center of one’s being: you think differently, you pray differently, eat differently, suffer differently, love differently Father Ghelasie’s image on the book The Iconer of God’s Love, together with the one carrying the Holy Chalice, seems to completely represent the answer Saint Apostle Paul received when asking our Messiah to take the thorn which was tormenting his body: “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12,9) It is an Image of chastity, humbleness, pain, sacrifice/ oblation, introspection, love The ears seem to have grown within the exercise of monastic obedience and listening, of penetrating God’s mysteries * I thank God for having met a Saint who took me out of the darkness, who healed me of my lusts and showed me the right path – Tăticule, I do not forbid it but, mind what you are doing and do come and let me know!, these were the last words that the unique Hieromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe told me during our last meeting I stand before the Icon of the Holy Mother holding the Child Jesus in her arms, thinking of the spiritual father Hieromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe, and I say, according to his teachings: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, the sinner” * I had a great problem during autumn During 2-28 September I attended a congress in Austria, in Linz It was very interesting and I met many specialists I went there, together with two colleagues After the congress ended, a practical test was made in the wild We drove south, near the border with Germany Beautiful as nature was in Austria, the weather was just as beautiful We went to a 140 natural reservation, a turbary After the general presentation, we entered a beautiful forest in order to make ecological observations and to collect some scientific data After Father Ghelasie’s passing I had carried him with me, in my soul and in my heart I was enjoying nature and the beautiful weather, together with my colleague I was feeling great The freedom I acquired into the wild unchained my body and I relieved myself Just like a curious child, I turned to look at my work (excuse my saying so) My production was black as tar I did not know why I did not feel any pain, nor did I have any sign that something was wrong The reality was that I was experiencing a severe digestive hemorrhage I was petrified We were to leave for home, the next day It was a Friday My first concern was to schedule my agenda and my salvation As I already mentioned, after Father Ghelasie’s passing I had carried him with me, in my soul and in my heart I asked him to help me And he did A miracle happened to me Although I was in a desperate situation (between life and death), I calmed down in an inexplicable way (it is not mistaken to say, unconsciously) First of all, I decided not to seek medical help in Austria This would have meant hospitali- zation, paper work, separation from my colleagues, etc I decided to stay calm, to see how things were going and afterwards to plan my leave I am telling you all this, because I consider it a miracle of Father Ghelasie’s We went back to Linz, we dined (I ate a bit less and lighter food, but I drank a beer) My calmness was similar to stupidity During the night I forced myself, to see if the digestive hemorrhage was still going on The tar was still there, but it was more consistent, which meant that the hemorrhage had stopped When I tried to stand up, I got dizzy I packed my bags and at 10 o’clock in the morning I left for the train station I carried my own bag, although it was heavy As soon as I placed my hand on the suitcase 141 I felt my hips crack (I have some lower back problems) I ignored the problem I straightened up, revised my position, took the luggage and went downstairs It worked I took a cab and I reached the train station I asked a younger colleague to go and buy me some vitamin K I took 4 pills, so as not to be troubled by the hemorrhage In Austria, trains pass every half an hour, so, although slightly late, I caught a very good train and left for Vienna I was pale like wax and I would get dizzy if I stood too long without resting my head A young Austrian woman got worried when she saw me She told me I was ill and I had to go to a hospital I tried to calm her down, telling her that it was just a digestive hemorrhage She was right, but I stayed on the train At 13 p m I reached Vienna, and from here I was to take another train at 20 p m I remained in the station Thank God that I found a bench, so I could lie down I only got up to get some postcards It was very drafty Time passed with difficulty, but it did I managed to get tickets for sleeping berths Otherwise it would have been even more difficult I lay down to sleep and I was fine I had no problems while lying down I arrived in Bucharest on Sunday, at 15 p m I did not want to go to the hospital neither in Bucharest nor in Arad (when I had entered the country) I found a fast train and left for Iaşi, where I arrived at 20 p m Someone helped me with my luggage, I took a taxi and arrived home My wife was waiting for me in front of the building When she saw me, she thought I was drunk I entered the apartment, ate something, took a bath and got to bed I did not want to go to the hospital on Sunday evening At 6 30 a m a doctor friend of mine took me to the “Saint Spyridon” hospital I was consulted, intubated and had an endoscopy The problem was solved I had duodenal ulcer The hemorrhage had stopped since Friday, I guess My hemo- globin was only 5,8 (the survival limit) I remained 4 days in the hospital until I was out of danger, afterwards 142 I returned home I am fine now The hemoglobin is 12,8 (normal) and so are the other parameters Thank God and Father Ghelasie! Without him I would not have been able to answer you, today It was a miracle Any complication could have occurred * To me, the great Romanian spiritual Father Ghelasie Gheorghe’s attitude towards sciences seems very interesting and profound First of all, he separates the cosmological “Big-Bang” (a result of the sin and thus, inaugurator of the cosmic mortality extended to the depths of the subquantum processes, but through God’s oikonomia also inaugurator of the evolving path towards the wholeness and deification of the person) from the “Big-Bang” of the Light and Creation, of the seven days of the Genesis Secondly, Father Ghelasie associated a liturgical-humbling function to each human activity and particularly, to science – the universe itself, being for Father Ghelasie, an Icon of the Son of God In this regard, it is interesting to mention that Father Ghelasie’s position is convergent with the one expressed in a recently published book (Light from the East: Theology, Science, and the Eastern Orthodox Tradition, Fortress Press, 2003), where the author (Alexei V Nesteruk, physicist and cosmologist working in the domain of quantum gravity, and at the same time soon to be ordained an Orthodox priest) insists upon the position of the Greek Fathers of the Church, who had advocated a liturgical vision regarding science In the preface of his book, Nesteruk writes: “The conflict between theology and science can be overcome if both are re-placed in a personal connection to the Eucharistic dimension, understood in cosmic terms as an offering of creation towards God, through art, science and technology The scientific activity can be perceived as a cosmic liturgical work-service” 143 * I think that Hieromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe’s personality can stand alongside that of many other Romanian spiritual fathers Tirelessly striving to fulfill God’s word, he gave himself as living oblation to this mysterious endeavor of changing the secular man into the new man I personally met him in the middle of the 90s, during some pilgrimages to the Frăsinei Monastery which was known to be a Lavra following the Athonite rite, renowned for the harshness of the askesis its dwellers undertook In this place I met many spiritual fathers I dearly remember him, just as he was: simple, slender, but full of energy, always around young people whom he welcomed with great warmth and fatherly care I had heard people talk about Father Ghelasie due to his books, which had caused many controversies and polemics, many of them arising either from a misunder- standing of the books or because rigid stereotypes were used to judge them, they judged the words and not the meaning conveyed within the Philokalic spirit Reading his first books aroused my interest to meet him in person, in order to decipher the things I had not understood Meeting Avva in person was an event of great spiritual benefit, removing many of my “fixations”, as he used to call the prejudices that many of the people who read his books for the first time suffered from Just like the great hermits, father clothed his own experiences, askesis and personal opinions in a special lyrical form Many people dispute his writings, claiming that he does not observe the line set by the Holy Fathers; this only proves that they judge him formally, using artificial stereotypes, making use of the limited reason and mind instead of the heart to judge the personal experience of a great spiritual man of our times One of the greatest qualities or better said fruit of his writings is the fact that he has captured the interest of 144 many atheists, both young people and intellectuals searching for their own spiritual path; succeeding to turn many of them away from yoga or other esoteric movements, returning them to the Church of Christ On the other hand, as a spiritual father, you could feel his word comforting and scolding you at the same time, eventually feeling its benefits The power of his advice was an eloquent exemplification of the fact that he was a man of great spiritual experience of Christ’s word What shocks many of his critics is exactly what they themselves lack, namely, the willingness to adapt the message of the Church to the challenges of the modern times It is interesting to observe that even the grasping of the meaning of his writings implies a certain mystic – just like the mystery of the catechumen’s entering the church – his language being an archetypal one just like the biblical one, challenging the reader to approach the Orthodox rite more seriously and inviting him eventually to an authentic living of the Eucharistic Liturgy within the Church Avva also brings his important personal contribution to the Romanian Hesychasm which he calls “Carpathian” or “iconic”, capturing the new elements which have been brought by the specific Carpathian iconic mystical practice as compared to the other Sinaitic, Athonite or Russian mystics At the same time, Father has drawn attention upon and has delimitated himself through his books from the occult and the magic which infest our world today, offering for the modern ailing man, as sacred therapy, his reintegration within the Church Once, before leaving Avva, knowing that I was going away to America for a longer period of time, Father told me: “There is very much filth in the world, but try to keep your purity” This advice has become engraved upon my heart like a living and perpetually real impulse towards the light of Christ’s Pure Image within which the flower of 145 the purity of the heart springs and bears the fruit of Seeing – characteristic for the spiritual love * During the seven years I came to see him, I never knew how to confess He would be the one to reveal that to me I came to see him, having prepared a “smart” confession and he would let me talk, but not for too long Asking me afterwards: – But how about that particular thing? That was the miracle! One thing which appeared almost completely insignificant to me was exactly the Problem! It was the Problem which had caused wounds and damage to the soul and body And Father had so much simplicity, he was so natural, that I did not even realize it was a miracle Only later did I understand it Avva had a discretion of mystery: he showed me the wound, gave me the remedy, even better, he gave me the healing – because when I did follow his word truthfully I could find within myself such a strength and understanding which did not seem to be mine; if I disobeyed his word, I felt like being left drifting And this is how I feel now He used to do all that, as if nothing would come from him, hiding his secret He would even admonish or send me away, so there would be no place for spiritual satisfactions or pleasures He never let me be too long with my confession He never let me be choked up by worries He never let me be invaded by fear He never let me be tense, he always got rid of all that was redundant or harmful for the soul “Stop it! Do you hear me, hey? Stop it! Do this and that! Do you understand?” He never let me get close to him He never let me like him He never let me see his secret, his Saintliness He had such a holy discretion, so that nothing would be revealed from his mystery work He had such a holy discretion that 146 he would hide this very discretion And he displayed a haste, as if there was a lack of spirituality But this was actually the Power of his Spirit This was how Father Ghelasie was He could not bear a man to be womanly: neither by talking too much, nor having a lability or other frailty and weakness nor by any sentimental talk, nor any spiritual self-satisfaction He demanded you to be “manly” He asked of you to be the Image of Man – Not the running away from the ordinary should guide us, but the running away from errancy and rebellion The rebellious person is permanently discontent What happens around him will never be as he wishes it to be * – The tragedy is that we get entangled in appearances, forgetting the essential – And what is the essential? – Everyone should occupy/inhabit his own space – His own space? – The space one thrives in, where one feels the love and the creation The rest is illusion and dissipation – What about the space one suffers in? – There can be no love without suffering * – How should I do the prostration ritual and the Akathist to our Holy Mother? – First of all, do not pay as much attention to the words as to the Person you say the words to The Akathist is a declaration of love and it does not matter what you declare, it is important who you make this declaration to, and the most important thing is the embrace within the silence of love, which is the true declaration Do not mind your own states The attention should not be 147 focused upon yourself, but outwards, to giving, sharing, to the encounter-dialogue with the loved one Get out of yourself in welcoming gesture Even your thoughts, do not fight them, but with all your being throw them away to the Trinity’s feet, Who will cleanse them as It knows Leave aside the mind’s prayer when you are tired, because it leads to exaggerated strain and psychic rupture Do all this and you will find joy and equilibrium This is your ladder now: Ritual, the sacred Gesture, Church services, prostrating before the Icon Do remember: the Orthodox mystic is purely personal The states do not matter, but the Face to Face, Image to Image encounter Does the prayer not say that: “I do not need Your gifts, my Lord, but I need You”? * – Come, my son, be on your path already and do it resolutely Life is a Ritual in Sacred Gesture and whoever does not prostrate before the Sacred moves within the Anti-Sacred and lies in sin Avoid the prayer of the mind You do not need it now The evil one is making you tired and is eager to entangle you in that prayer If you desire a canon for your errancies, the Akatist of our Holy Mother’s Icon would strengthen you Do it as often as you can Without the concentration of the mind A smooth, inherent flow, a song within devotedness You will feel your mind calm down Rest within the Gesture of prostration – Avva, what does this mean: “Sacred Gesture of prostration”? – It is the ritual of love within the reciprocal opening of devotion without words We are ourselves after the fall Destructured both as soul and body, praying piece by piece, either with the mind and too rationally, or with the heart and too sentimentally, or directly with the soul and too spiritually, or with the body and too sensually Yet, the 148 mystical ideal is that “the personal answer of love towards the Divine should come from the Integrality of the Being, Body and Soul, mind and heart at once, in union and Super-cladding of the Divine – Please take me slowly, so that I can fully understand why the Gesture performs this Union and Integration? – The ritual should be essential to you Do the ritual, because it sanctifies – How could it sanctify me? Either rock on the top of the mountain, or from the bottom of the sea, or on the wagon path, I am still a rock – Nowadays Christ accepts shards with martyr heart Humble yourself! That and nothing else Light your votive candle, prostrate, make metanies before the Holy Mother’s Icon Stay in a state of prostration before the Holy Persons and stand just like this, in the Sacred Gesture, without imagining anything, without mental concentration, without meditation, without duality, without paying attention to the energy movements of the Being The votive candle, metanies, prostration, burning of incense, kissing the icons, the Akathist should be your Sacred Ritual, like a daily continuation of the Liturgy – And how about the canon? – Your attention should not be on the canon, as an obligation, but as a Sacred Ritual which sanctifies and gives life to the day If you haven’t done your ritual of metanies and your Akathist and you have not lit your votive candle under the Holy Mother’s Icon, you are dead during that day – Avva, why do you insist upon reading the Akathist of the Holy Mother and prostrating before the Holy Mother’s Icon? Why not the Lord Jesus (prayer) or the Akathist of Jesus Christ Pantocrator? – The Holy Mother is the Ladder, the Door and the Bridge to Heaven through which we climb towards God and through which the Son descends The purpose of 149 Christian life is to be adopted by the Father, to become Sons of the Father in Heaven You cannot become Father’s Son without having Christ as your brother, unless you are together with Him in that loving embrace at the Holy Mother’s bosom, who also becomes your mother When you truly feel the Holy Mother as your mother, when you murmur words of love, together with Baby Jesus, only then, adopted by the Holy Mother, will you also be a Father’s Son * In February 2002 I decided to go to the holy Frăsinei Monastery to meet him personally, especially because I had heard that he was severely ill and bedridden It was something extraordinary, the joy with which Avva welcomed me was so great, he was happy that I was able to get there, and pleased to hear that my brothers were doing well (Avva knew my family) and he was especially happy that everyone of us was on the path of faith The first thing he would do whenever I came to the monastery was to read me a prayer Afterwards I would talk to him What astonished me most was the very clear way he talked to me, I had the impression he was not the same person I knew from his writings His first question was “what do you eat?” and he told me to mind the sweets because they caused hormonal stirs, and to eat fruit instead; generally, he recommended seeds to be included in one’s diet In fact, father was preoccupied by the person as a whole: body and soul He did not neglect the body and that is the reason why he wrote books about nourishment, medicine, hygiene; these were necessary things for the health of our bodily, for our spiritual and bodily well-being His last words were: “I am telling you what my mother used to tell me: take care and don’t shame me” To me, these words have a special spiritual meaning because they 150 make me be more careful with my spiritual life, with my soul Through these words, I have a holy spiritual duty towards my Avva and I must not disappoint him For me, having personally met father Ghelasie was an extraordinary experience I dare say that it was more than just an experience: it was a genuine spiritual experience; in fact, father’s own spiritual living/experience was in the Spirit and in truth, as the Holy Scripture tells us Father received with great joy all those who came to his hut asking for advice As far as I was able to personally know Father Ghelasie, to me it was additional proof that he was very open to dialogue, that he was someone who had lived a type of askesis which was difficult to understand by those who did not know him, that he suffered because of an illness which confined him to bed, that he tended to the suffering and the weaknesses of those who came to him looking for advice I do not know how great his suffering had been, but I noticed that he did not show it He was a man with great love of God, with great love of people, and with a special devoutness towards the Holy Mother * Father used to say: – Pray! Ceaselessly pray! You must do this to make light and thus to be able to search in light and not in darkness In order to achieve fulfillment of your searches and to harvest the fruit of your efforts through determination, don’t grope in a lukewarm state, neither cold nor hot (Apocalypse 3,16) – And the middle path? – Of course, but not by being lukewarm and undecided * – The stage of our life is our own heart We have as much conscience as we have memory of heart 151 * Father says, and I do share his opinion, that: “Each of us has the Destiny of the family’s memory, the family we are born into” This destiny of the family’s memory is not a predestination, but the “dowry of our own being” Our inheriting the sins of our parents must be understood as “inheriting the divine gifts and the gifts of the life which was created as plenary”, each of us having the “messianic destiny” of “crucifying the sins of the parents” and of “reviving the paternal and maternal purity” We are not damned by our parents’ sins, we are the redeemers of our own families Oh, happy is the family where the parents are holy, thus casting their holiness upon their descendants! Oh, happy is the family, where the children are holy, thus restoring their parents’ lost redemption! Both parents and children have the Divine Destiny of being Followers of The Messiah, of Christ – our life’s model Without the messianic destiny life looses both its beauty and its sacred purpose Ştefan (the painter Ştefan Câlţia, Professor at the Arts Academy, pupil of the master Corneliu Baba) tells me that his gifts as a painter are a happiness, cast upon him by his ancestors Consequently, he realized it was his duty to bless his ancestors through his efforts * He wrote to me in a letter: “Be careful, as every sin is a destruction!” But one line above he wrote: “Do not discourage; everything can be conquered through Faith!” * Avva Ghelasie wrote in “The Image of Man” that: “The great spiritual fathers have this capacity to stop, first and foremost, the contradiction-contrariety and secondly 152 to allow some time for the poison to recede, to be neutra- lized, to help one emerge from the hell of self-drugging within us which appeared as a consequence of sin” * I wished someone else could also hear the tone of his voice, of an overwhelming gentleness, when he heard me confess: – Avva, I have fallen! I did not even have to tell him what sin I had committed because he asked me: – [That ] sin?! – Yes, Avva! – Well, tătic, don’t take it to heart it’s youth! Maybe the strong foods are also to blame! I was under his epitrachelion when I heard him say: “But, please, do not fall again! All right?!” How could I express in words, something that cannot be expressed: I truly realized then the pain the All-pious was feeling as a result of my falling into sin? Father Ghelasie was heartbroken about it more than I was! * How could he overflow around him so much peace and calmness? How did it come about that I would forget my sufferings and sorrows when I was near him, or if I did not forget them, I would look upon them differently: not as a burden but as a blessing? * I kept telling him: “I hope this is the last surgery!” But he would not answer He did not want to discourage me and leave me no hope, although now I know that, just like Father Parfenie and like many other Fathers, he could see that it would not be like that That’s why, before leaving his hut – after having asked for his blessing to check into 153 the hospital – standing up straight before me, thus showing me how to face the difficulty that was to come, he told me: “Be at your best!” I must say that until then I had only seen him stand up once or twice; otherwise, each time I came, he could not rise from his bed How imposing he seemed to me then! Avva gave me a grand lesson, which only now, looking back, I fully realize Indeed, after the surgery – surgery that did not succeed – complications appeared At that time, Father had been recluse/locked up for more than a year, he was truly ill, although he did not show it However, this did not stop him standing before me, straight, just as I was supposed to face the events that followed Up to the very last moment of his life, Avva was a living example! Of course, he used a pretext to get out of his bed, some thing that he needed to take from a shelf He could have asked me to give it to him! But, as I have said, Avva did not want us to know about his Gifts! * “Why are all these happening to me?” I asked Avva First of all, he calmed me down, saying they would all pass, and only afterwards he told me the reason: “Someone from your family has committed a murder!” (Indeed, my parents admitted having had an abortion ) * – Avva, how should I behave towards the persons I dislike? – My son, you should never see evil in them; you should never consider that the evil is prevailing in them They bear the Image of Christ, thus, their spiritual background is a good one Never try to take revenge! 154 * – Avva, I am tempted very often by the thought that I shall be a Saint How should I overcome it? – Pray to become a Saint It is our duty to become Saints What did our Lord Jesus Christ say? ”Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect!” (Mathew 5, 48) * – Avva, I’d like to enroll as student at the Faculty of Theology, but you know what serious sins I have committed – My son, who is a Saint nowadays anymore? Pray to the Holy Mother! Pursue this thing If you are going to study theology, then it’s our Holy Mother’s will, if not, that’s it! If you look in the calendar, you can see that no one was born a Saint! Many (Saints) had been either thieves, depraved, or criminals But here lies Christ’s miracle, although they had been like this, they ended up (eventually) becoming Saints! * I was often upset because there was no unity between the members of my family Mother vs father vs grandmother vs grandfather vs uncle vs aunt But Avva told me that I should not pay attention to that and I should not try to mediate it “Ignore it, do not say a word!” For some people, this advice might seem absurd, but you should know that whenever I did not listen to Avva’s advice and I tried to mediate between them, it turned out badly The discord would deepen! Of course, he did not advise me to be indifferent There was always the prayer 155 * – Avva, how do I know that I am doing God’s will? – Hey, we are never doing God’s will, only the Saint’s are! We are only trying! * I told him about the almost blind old man whom I helped to get on the bus without taking him all the way home He replied that I had done things half way, but at least, it was something * – Do your duty at school When you have to buy books for school, buy them (even if you would like to buy church books, you could borrow these from others) I told Avva that, both at school and not only there, I created the impression that I regarded everything exclusively from the religious point of view I was told to be more open, and not to be a inflexible It was good to have a well established point of view, with a well grounded foundation, but I should be more open, and not a zealot I should ease down especially on the religious research papers There could be correlations, but the paper in itself should not be based only on a religious interpretation (I should not be rigid) I should be more flexible and quick-minded Whenever I could not keep my prayer ritual, I should not despair I should ask for God’s forgiveness and I should try to do it the next day I told him that, although I respected my parents, I did not pay much attention to their words if they were not filtered through a religious perspective He told me I really was inflexible! * 156 Regarding the dissensions I had at home, Avva advised me to hide my little spiritual work and askesis I could pray in my bed, with a pillow behind my back (in the evening, with my door open and the light turned off) Instead of the prayers I would have read, I was allowed to say the prayer of our Lord Jesus’ Holy Name (“Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, the sinner”) Using the same formula, I could pray to our Holy Mother For each metany I would say “Lord Jesus” three times And I should do this until I had my own place * Avva forbade me to throw food away (I should put it in something and give it to a poor person or to a dog ) * – Avva, may I say “Lord Jesus” all the time? – If you can! But do not strain yourself In order to keep the measure of the prayer you shall use your fingers, and not the prayer rope – But what if pride arises? – When you have blessing and do obedience, there is no more room for pride Forget pride do not mind it * – What if I have thoughts about taking the monastic vows? – Trust yourself in God’s will; make no plans yourself! (He raised his voice while saying these words) * I kept complaining that I could not blend the prayer with the study/learning – You learn/study one hour – you pray a quarter of an hour you learn one hour you pray a quarter of an 157 hour and so on (Pachomius the Great) The prayer should be short and often Many prostrations and metanies Along the way, should you not be able to keep this ritual, you can pray the common way (prayer, akathist) The prayer can be shorter than a quarter of an hour, but it should not take longer * – Have a steadfast Faith, just like Saint Paul says: “For when I am weak, then I am strong” God’s Grace will be upon you then! May the Holy Mother protect you and help you do a lot of Good to the others, too! We shall keep you in our prayers here at the Holy Services and may God pour His Providence upon you God bless you! * – May our Merciful God help and strengthen you, so that you will be able to do your mission “for God’s glory” May the Holy Mother Protect you! * – I am sending you some oil from the Holy Mystery of Unction performed by seven priests, today on the Great Thursday, to bring you comfort and healing of the weaknesses of the soul and of the body May the All-Holy Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ bring you the True Light May the Holy Mother protect you! * There was a time when I judged my parents very harshly and I can clearly recall that during all this time, even if I had or had not told Avva about them or about my unworthy habit, he would ask me about them and tell me: “[Măi, tătic], you have some fine parents, do not disgrace 158 them!” I would wonder at his words and ask myself: “how come there is so much confidence in his statements?” – since he had never met them – and “why so much indulgence?” Because Avva had only “learned” from my letters about their mistakes, some mistakes which to me seemed “inexcusable” Yet, despite all this, for his prayers, our Good Lord has kept inside my soul not only the words but also Father’s image from those moments And now, whenever I think about him and I see him before my eyes, it seems to me that Avva talked about my parents with great love, as if they were his parents He seemed as if he “was acting a part” a “heavenly part”: wishing himself in my place, acting as he desired me to act towards my parents I am aware of the fact that some of these words will seem too subjective and untrue to some readers, but Avva Ghelasie indeed had something of a fool for Christ inside of him, and one should really pay attention to his actions, gestures and words, because they were – how to put it – “Iconic”, because one could find within them Christ with His Holy and Godly oikonomia; “Seeds” which after having been “sown” patiently awaited to bear fruit I think that Avva wanted himself to be and succeeded to be the “Icon” of God’s words: “honor thy father and thy mother” (Mc 10, 19), but also the “Icon” of his own words: “do not ‘stir up a fuss’ with someone else’s ‘sin’“ and “do not ‘personify-identify sin’ with the Person of the sinner ” I also think he did all he could so that all of us “who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s Glory as in a mirror” could be transformed “into His image from glory to glory, by the Lord Who is the Spirit” (2 Cor 3, 18) I am aware of the fact that Avva, with God’s Gift, knew my parents, even if he had never met them in flesh and blood; but even more wonderful and worthy of consideration is the path he chose to guide me on, towards 159 a better understanding of my parents’ He did not impose a “forced” love, but he succeeded to bring me, through his intercession, exactly where he wanted to bring me: to see my mistakes and to better myself Look, thus, how a Seed so gently and humbly sown can unexpectedly grow, even after years and years * I met Avva in the winter of 1992-`93: I was in high- school in the 12th grade There were some colleagues I got along well with and we discussed problems regarding spirituality quite often To some of our questions we got answers from our philosophy teacher, who settled a part of our concerns But seeing that some issues were beyond her, she guided us to the Frăsinei Monastery (Rm Vâlcea), to Father Ghelasie The first to go there were my friends, who came back profoundly impressed and touched They told me in detail everything that happened there at the monastery All seemed taken out of a fairy tale: the monastery, the monks, the church services and first of all Avva-the Father I felt a longing and a curiosity to meet Father Ghelasie Thus, in the spring of ‘93 I went to the Frăsinei Monastery The journey was extremely long, as if the monastery was running away from me At last, when I reached the monastery, my first impression was that it was Heaven on earth Time lost its bounds and the beauty of the places surpassed any imagination With all these impressions I entered the Holy Frăsinei Monastery, looking for Father Ghelasie, although I did not know how he looked like I will never forget the first time I met Avva – we met in front of the church I expected him to be an old father, with white beard and imposing stature, but to my surprise and amazement I met a(n) (apparently) young, lively father, with an imposing gaze which penetrated to the depth of your soul Upon the first 160 glance I told myself: how could such a young father help me; but the answer came to me on the very same day, later in the evening, when we were called to his hut Each of us, entered Avva’s hut separately I was the last one to enter The closer the moment of meeting, the faster my heart beat The much awaited moment came and upon entering Avva’s hut I suddenly forgot all the things I wanted to say He began to ask me different things and slowly, slowly I began to confess In fact, it had been my first confession at Father Ghelasie After I left his hut, I was completely turned upside-down All my way of thinking had been overturned I had expected him to welcome me coldly, impartially, like a judge, but he welcomed me with such love and affection I had seen nowhere else I kept telling myself that it was not possible that I, the worst of sinners, should be received with such love But slowly, slowly, I began to understand many things * When Avva saw that I could not overcome my fear and I was afraid to tell him some of my sins or that I deliberately or intentionally left them unsaid, he would tell me: “tell me those important ones, my son! ” There were difficult times, but father helped me overcome them, through his unlimited love and ardent prayer During one of our conversations he told me: “have a child, because you will receive a great blessing from God” But that child was long waited for, due to some severe health issues When I went to see Avva and told him what had happened, he replied: “our trust is in God” And this is what happened, God’s Mercy gave us a child I went to Avva to tell him I had a child and he answered: “Thank the Holy Mother, because this child is the Holy Mother’s ” 161 Some time after the child’s birth, Avva told me: “if you have a second child, you’ll receive an even greater blessing from God With your first child, God gave you by the wagon, now you’ll receive even more” This time, the problems were greater than before, but Avva’s prayers helped us have a second child I received the news a few weeks before his death, and on the day my wife had the first ultrasound, Avva had passed away * I had my Theology Faculty entrance exam, but I was not admitted When I went to Avva to tell him the news, he welcomed me in the following way: “Isn’t it that such- and-such (and would tell me his name) was admitted, and so-and-so was also admitted, and so-and-so was not admitted, don’t be upset that you were not” I was stunned, because I was the first one who came to tell Avva about the others * Once I went to Avva to receive his blessing for going abroad Avva gave me his blessing and told me that he was waiting for my visit I left with a car that had not had the periodical technical check-up We drove thousands of kilometers without being stopped by the police, on the contrary, some police officers helped us in Budapest to exit the city as we had gotten lost; and we reached our meeting place as though we had known the place beforehand The first thing that came to my mind upon my return was to go and see Avva Father Ghelasie was waiting for me and told me: “God’s Mercy made us see each other again” * Another thing that amazed me was the fact that many times he used the first person plural: “we” “We” are 162 happy and are praying for you I told myself that certainly Avva was not alone in his hut, there were Saints visiting him, the Holy Mother and even God the Son * From the way we talked, from what he told me, I began to understand that in fact a Saint was standing before me I came to him and told him about all sorts of problems, he gave me the answer so easily, yet so wisely I had not even thought about such a solution to that particular problem and many times I told myself that it could not be like that, but time would prove me wrong, showing me that the solution was the one that Avva had presented to me He was unspeakably humble, he was simple and he taught us to be simple and live a simple life He never let his askesis or his suffering to be seen, he was like the hermits of the past times Only now, after having discussed among us – those of us who went to Avva – do we realize that each of us has seen a small fragment of his life, a fragment of his askesis, a fragment of his holiness He let himself be discovered only as much as it was necessary, so that the knowledge would not disturb or damage our souls Instead, he operated on our souls with a professional surgeon’s precision One could say that he was a doctor of the oppressed and enchained souls * I met father Ghelasie in 1995, in a very surprising way: an acquaintance of mine said to me:”Go to Father Ghelasie and confess” I did not take her too seriously, but one time, going to the library, I browsed through one of Father’s books My attention was caught by a chapter about the Iconic Gesture Reading it, I felt a strong longing to meet Father Ghelasie But this desire went away too, without my giving it too much attention, until one day 163 another acquaintance of mine invited me to go to the Frăsinei Monastery As the circumstances and occasions to meet the Father had been increasingly presenting themselves, I agreed to go to the Frăsinei Monastery Once arrived at the monastery, I met a father whom I helped with the daily chores of the monastery, and I used the opportunity to ask him to bring me to Father Ghelasie, when Avva would be available This, however, happened neither on the first day, nor on the second day The third day came, the morning service was over and I told to myself: “Maybe it is not the time for me to meet him” I had never seen him before, I only knew him from the descriptions made by the others who suggested that he was slender So, felling a certain sadness inside my soul but also becoming used to the idea that it was not the time to meet him, I went to the refectory Going down the stairs and looking into the courtyard, a tall and slender monk appeared in front of me I suddenly felt a thrill “It must be him”, I told myself and asked: “Father Ghelasie?”, “Yes”, he answered Although I had long prepared my speech, I forgot everything in that moment, overwhelmed by excitement, and I could only say to him: “Father, I have read one of your books and I felt the urge to meet you” “Come with me”, Father said At his hut, he gave me two of his books Ever since then, I went to the Frăsinei Monastery periodically, and I visited Avva each time – every 2-3 months in the beginning, and more and more often afterwards During the last three years, I went there almost every other week, and I became very close to Avva I was often confronted with problems I could not solve on my own and I asked for his help Depending on the problem I was facing, father would give me a direct answer, but many times I was under the impression that he did not answer my questions I left his hut, and on the 164 way back, thinking over what we had discussed, I realized that the outcome of the discussion was exactly the answer I was looking for Realizing it, my soul would rejoice and became filled with gratitude for Father’s help It was just the “medicine” I needed This conferred me such an inner strength and confidence, so that I could solve the problem This was how I felt many times, upon leaving Father * Once a circumstance occurred, someone sent a stranger to me who wanted me to type her poems After 2-3 days I realized that the person was very difficult and had capacities as “psychic-medium” I was surprised by the fact that she knew when someone negative had sat on a certain chair; or knew that I had discussed with someone else a subject regarding her, etc , all this while she was back at her home The idea that bound me was that she would say every once in a while: “Spiritual brothers must help each other” I decided then to ask Avva’s advice I told him the facts and without letting me finish he told me: “You have a canon from me to get away from her when you see her in the street” * Some of the advice he gave us was: “Do not harm anyone, only do good”, “It is not good to think about evil” There were moments when he spoke with a special love, warmth, joy and with a particular spiritual respect for the Holy Mother, and for mothers, in general “I like the Image of Man”, he would also say Avva helped me understand and see things differently, other than I used to before having met him He would say: “Never abandon Christianity” 165 * Sometimes, at first, I used to have doubts regarding what he told me about food, in general I was brought up with certain notions and I could not easily accept Father’s advice Then, through my own experience, I realized that too much food and especially sweet food leads to sinful desires of the belly and that the true living food was the uncooked one All the doubts I had regarding what father had told me dissolved in the reality of what he had presented to me He sometimes answered my questions regarding his books: “Practice! We could talk all day long and you still won’t get it ” When he wrote another book he told me: “We sow the seeds and if they find good soil, they will grow eventually ” * During the last period of his suffering, I could see him getting weaker and weaker Especially around the holidays he would tell me: “I am a little tired, I think there have been over 30 people tonight” and when I asked him about his rest, he replied: “Poor people, they need help” One day, around the Christmas of 2002, I was asked to help a father, one of Father Ghelasie’s disciples, to carry a concrete cross I was curious, so I read what was written on the cross It was Avva’s name After a few moments, I realized that I could lose him Then I went to confession and when Avva asked me: “Well, my son, what have you done wrong?” I did not say anything After a while I only said: “Father, I cannot talk anymore at this moment” as I had been grieved by the sight of the cross Avva realized it and told me: “This is what fathers do, they prepare their cross beforehand” 166 * On the Day of Ascension, 2003, Father asked me: “Did you fast a little, so that you can receive the holy Eucharist?” As I had not, he told me to fast during the fasting period of St Peter and St Paul He insisted on this two weeks before that: “By all means, come and receive the holy Eucharist on the celebration day of Saints Peter and Paul ” So I came on that day with two of my friends I entered his hut and I saw Father weaker than ever I felt pity and I remembered his words: “I do not pray for health, I pray for strength, for a slight relief of pain, because the poor people need help” After the church service I went to see Avva again Outside his hut, I felt like an inner urge was prompting me to tell my two friends: “I think this is the last confession”, but I did not do it, because I could not accept this fact Next Wednesday, on the 2nd of July at about 22 p m , I received a phone-call informing me that Avva had passed away on the very same day, at about 13 20 * I met Father Ghelasie Gheorghe through my son who went very often to see him Whenever he went to the monastery, I could hardly wait for him to return so I could find out how Avva was doing, what Avva said, what advice he had given my son For about eight years since my son met him, Avva became one of my family’s mentors and my own, concerning our spiritual life I was extremely happy that, thanks to Avva, we took the path of Christianity I knew he was very ill When I fell ill too, he would always send me advice on what to do and encouraged me to keep my faith in God 167 My son, since he met Avva, had not missed one Sunday liturgy He fasted alongside us, each time confessing and receiving the Eucharist Avva was the one who guided my son, telling him to be affectionate and respectful towards his fellow beings and his parents, telling him to pray constantly Avva sent me prayer books for different situations: in time of distress, in time of illness, prayers for the enemies, prayers for overcoming hatred of our fellowmen etc , so that in any circumstance I could be close to God and have my mind connected to Him in prayer, and not missing the daily prayers both in good and bad times – that was his advice Avva also guided me regarding what diet I should follow so that I could recover, also telling me that charity was essential I always felt him close to me and when my son told me about the advice he had received I felt I could hear Avva’s voice Blessed is the man who can bear the pains he had received from God, who can suffer them without a murmur I do not know how Avva was able to bear the pains for 3 years (at least as far as I know) I got scared during the 4 months I had to bear my pains, always whining and praying to God to take my pains away, because sometimes I could not bear them anymore and the fear of death also came to my mind The most painful thing is to be afraid of dying without having confessed This made me understand that there is nothing more precious in this world than health and the faith in God What do you need palaces and fortunes for, because when you are ill, all these cannot not help you recover It is better to be poor and healthy, so that you can enjoy all that God has given you Through my illness, I realized that man does not know how to make use of his life on earth Man must lead a 168 balanced/moderate life, without hurting his fellowman, without hating, because all the evil one causes to another human being shall return tenfold All this I have learned from Father Ghelasie * Once I went to see Father Ghelasie because I was facing a problem which seemed critical to me and therefore could not suffer delay It was a bump or a nodule on the skin of my head which disturbed me and was rather large Everyone advised me to undergo surgery, but Avva told me the following thing: “Do not operate it, let it there, it will stop growing, and if you eat natural food, it will even go away, because there are toxins in that nodule” He blessed me over that spot and since then the nodule did not grow anymore, it even diminished a little * Regarding the education of children, Avva would tell me: “Children must not be left adrift, they must know the limits: everything is allowed until this point, from here on – no; they must not be fed too much meat, sweets or fried foods, because these type of foods produce energy explosions which confuse the poor children and they become uncontrollable Children must not be allowed to watch too much TV, they must receive the holy Eucharist and go to church as often as possible” * Father Ghelasie loved children very much and he always told us in a very serious tone of voice to avoid the sin of infanticide, to avoid abortions Abortion is murder before God and it is very hard to be forgiven, only through true repentance I asked him about what happened to the children who were aborted and therefore not baptized and Avva told me that they “are in God’s mercy and they will judge their parents” 169 * Father taught us to receive everything with love and wisdom He would say: “truth is relative, it depends who utters it, justice is not quite justice, it depends on how one sees things, there is a very thin and interpretable line between judgment and acknowledgment That’s why you must look upon all these with love and mercy and you will have gained more than if you tried to defend some truth or some just cause” * At one point, in 1997, a friend of mine (Dan Samoilă), who went often to see Avva, told me that Avva told him that I had been in a great danger of dying I did not know what to reply A while after this conversation, I remembered that one day as I was walking towards home, I jumped off a train in a station where I was supposed to take another means of transportation; it was dark and I did not recognize the train-station in time I told myself that it must have been that moment Avva mentioned and I wondered how Avva could know these things, as I have not told them to anyone * Since Avva Ghelasie had left this world, I have perceived everything differently, I have been seeing the surrounding world with different eyes and I have understood that Saint John the Baptist’s words: “Repent, for the kingdom of Heaven is near” (Matthew; 3:2) were also meant for me And furthermore, I have understood that all I have is “emptiness” if I do not live my life following God’s will * One time, on my way to Frăsinei, I was carrying two rather heavy bags, as I had come by bus On the way to the Monastery, although many cars had passed by me, no 170 one stopped and I had to walk all the way Upon arriving at Avva Ghelasie, our dialogue began like this: – You came by foot, from the village, right Ovidiu? – Yes, father – Come on, tell me what sins you have! – Heavy ones, father On the return journey from the Monastery, things happened in the same way, we returned in the middle of the night (around 3 a m ) and Avva Ghelasie gave us a candle which despite the heavy wind did not go out until we reached the bus * I met Avva Ghelasie through a high-school colleague, when I was in the 10th grade Our first encounter happened on the 11th of November 1997 and since then I have felt that I have discovered my true home, where I have found the Saint who made me understand the Mysteries of the Church From my very first confession I realized that he was no regular father Being a child, and especially as it was my first confession at a Holy Monastery, out of shame and fear I tried to hide some of my sins At the end of my confession, Avva Ghelasie asked me: “That’s it?” “Yes!” “But have you done these sins ?” and he began to tell me exactly the sins that I had not confessed With great shame, but at the same time with the realization that Avva Ghelasie had known everything from the very first moment he had laid his eyes on me, I answered ‘yes’ If I could describe him in words, just as he was, those who never met him would say that such angels do not live on earth * There are quite a lot of people I had taken to Avva Ghelasie who were impressed from the very first encounter with him He called some of them by their name, to others he knew their profession I came once to his door and as I 171 wanted to knock, he came out and said to me: “Come on in, I knew you’d come” He cured my severe heartaches and headaches I had terrible pains I could not eat There were moments when I could not even see because of the pains Nothing had helped me until I arrived at Avva Ghelasie At that moment Avva held my hand and it was the first time I felt all the evil going out of me * My father comes from a family of six siblings of whom he is the youngest one Because of a genetic disease, one by one, all my father’s brothers fell ill In approximately two years, all my five uncles had paralyzed and three of them did not resist the illness and passed away Seeing them fall ill with the same disease, one by one, made me be very afraid my father would have the same fate But Avva Ghelasie would tell me: “Come on, it will be alright Nothing will happen to your father” More than three years and a half had passed since that moment, and indeed, nothing had happened to my father How many lives would I need to thank the man who had cleared away all the spiritual and bodily illnesses from my family? I happened to go for a number of times to see Avva and find him very ill I asked our Good Lord to ease his suffering and I prayed to God to give me a little part of that suffering I did not tell Avva anything about it, yet he said to me: “I thank you for your prayers, but don’t ever ask something like that again” I immediately realized what foolishness I had done by asking such a thing So great were Avva’s pains that if God had given me even the slightest of his pains, I would have died in an instant * It was God’s will that my last encounter with Avva would take place two weeks before his passing As I entered his hut, he blessed me and without my saying 172 anything, he began to tell me: “Why have you done ? But I have told you to stay away from , I told you to do and not to do I told you that the problem will be solved” He told me absolutely all I had done and what I had not done I was not very surprised, especially because each time he would tell us things before we had a chance to tell him ourselves We never had to go to him prepared with lots of questions, because he would tell us exactly what we had wanted to ask him Once, when I was leaving, he blessed me and said: “Send my best health wishes to Mrs ” I was very surprised and at the same time puzzled (we had not spoken about someone being ill), but I left without asking which Mrs he meant Arriving home on Sunday evening, my mother had a pre-heart-attack on Monday That moment, I realized that the Mrs he meant was my own mother She recovered without going to the hospital and I am convinced that only Avva’s holy prayers made her well again Many times, he would tell me not to look for vainglory, to stay away from people’s praise He would tell me that where there was glory, there was also envy and resentment And where there’s envy, there was also gossip and that is where the traps are laid for us He did not like the people who whined all the time, those who said “I cannot” before even trying I felt from my own experience that all evils came as a consequence of sins He taught me a few recipes which I strictly followed, and only after a few days I could see the difference between eating anything and eating properly and orderly He would tell me: “always remember Eternity and you will not desire anything of this world” * He gave us such blessings that cannot be forgotten No one remained unschooled or unguided, he would say all the time: “You know many things, but you do not know 173 where to look” Then he told me that the only thing we must look for was within our heart: “Always look with your HEART, because many times, the eyes do not see the natural way” * Even after Avva passed away, he has not stopped making miracles with those who have not forgotten him and ask for his help The belief that especially now, Avva Ghelasie is closer to us than ever before – now that he is watching above us alongside the saints – made me get involved in two rather severe problems In the first case, I intervened for two friends of mine who were international (TIR) truck-drivers They had been accused of stealing the merchandise from the truck they were supposed to take to France They were going to be prosecuted Their employer did not want to recover his money, he just wanted to put them in prison I prayed, so that for Father Ghelasie’s prayers, God would reveal the person who had stolen the goods I gave both my friends an icon with Father Ghelasie’s image and asked them to pray to him and told them that for Avva’s prayers, together with our prayers and the Holy Mother’s mercy, everything would be alright Not even two weeks had passed and it was discovered that their employer had stolen the merchandise In the beginning, the two had talked about Avva simply calling him “father Ghelasie”, but after the problem had been solved, they would call him: “Saint Ghelasie from Frăsinei” Halfway through the trial something unexpected happened The lawyer came from Bucharest and told them that from all the irregularities that were found, they could sue their employer and also ask a lot of money from him When the two of them heard this they replied: “We do not need his money, we want to be able to sleep peacefully at night We do not want to be bothered anymore Wouldn’t 174 Father Ghelasie disapprove if we did that?” They did not even want to recover the lawsuit expenses The second case was that of a girl who liked me and even had thoughts of marriage regarding me I could not take her pressures anymore, I even tried to distance myself from her, for good But in a moment of despair and lack of sense, she went to see two persons who were practicing witchcraft, trying, with their help, to make me be together with her, regardless of the means From the very first day, after she went to those two persons who were working with the devil, she started disappearing from home for days, not going to school and having conflicts with everybody I was afraid of what could happen to her, especially because I had found out that those two persons were frequently attending satanist clubs One night, I received a phone call from this girl right at midnight: “If you do not come now at the address I shall commit suicide” And she hung up I was very disturbed and I did not know what to do I kneeled before the Holy Mother’s icon and Father Ghelasie’s and began to pray In a couple of minutes I felt something extraordinary I felt Avva so vividly and so close to me, that I began to cry As I was looking around me, I could not see anybody, but I could feel his presence so strongly, that I almost felt his touch I do not know what had happened with me, I did not even realize when I got dressed and called a friend to give me a ride and how quickly I arrived to the address When I entered the apartment, the girl was standing in the window and with an unimaginable indifference told me that she would jump I realized she could not control herself and that she was controlled by the evil spirits I was holding in my hand a little icon with father’s image and kept asking him to enlighten me Talking to her, after a couple of minutes she got down from the window, but 175 she did not move away from it The more aware she became, the more annoyed were the two men who were in the apartment, threatening her and me, even with death threats With father’s and our Holy Mother’s prayers she recovered and went away from the window As we wanted to get out the door, one of the two men cut me severely in the right side of the stomach (a 13-14 cm long cut, 2 cm deep) and caused me a heavy bleeding We managed to leave and get to a doctor I underwent surgery and all the doctors were amazed at how quickly the wound was healing Without Father’s prayers I could have even been killed I ask to be forgiven if I had done anything wrong But I am certain of one thing: I do not regret anything from what had happened To feel once again how one should truly pray from the heart to help someone, as I had felt then for a couple of moments, but especially to feel father’s vivid presence once more, I would not avoid any suffering Shortly, the girl went to the Holy Church, she confessed, began to fast, everyone is close to her, helping and supporting her What impressed me the most was her immense desire to get to know father Ghelasie * I started being more cheerful than ever, the moment Avva told me: “My son, be jolly! Do you know what I mean? Jolly!” I do not know what had happened since (it happened about two and a half years ago), but I have learned how to be truly cheerful He taught me to be happy in prayer, when I fasted and when I was in the Holy Church * Avva taught me the great importance of singing in the Holy Church I was ashamed because I had no voice and I was afraid I would disturb the people next to me When I 176 told this to Avva, he said: “Sing! You do not sing for the world” And in the monastery I tried to stay as closely as possible to the kliros to have an opportunity to sing If I only sing for one minute, I feel like I am floating And indeed, as Avva said, “the sung prayer is twice the prayer” I had been telling Avva for three years: “Avva, I want to study theology ” And he would reply: “If you want to, you can But I think you should wait a little” Last year I asked him how much longer I had to wait and he told me: “You’ll feel, when you have to” * When Avva was still alive I would get involved in various problems I told him about and he would say: “If you think you can help, do so, on condition that you fast and pray even more If you lose one of these, even for a moment, withdraw and help them only by praying for them” I tried this And when Father was around us, I did get involved in other people’s problems, even some very critical ones, even before talking to Avva about them He had been telling me all the time not to wait to talk to him, but to do what I had to do, observing the two conditions of prayer and fasting I was to tell him about it only when I went to the monastery * I always went to see him, with my “bag” filled with discontent, but he would receive me just like in the beginning, so that it seemed almost beyond natural It was as if he always started from scratch I always returned from him full of love, peace and hope He told me not to eat fried foods, sweets, eggs and beans I entered father Ghelasie’s hut and I was amazed by the way he looked (young, bright faced) Overwhelmed by a fear caused by the torments which made me feel guilty, 177 I was surrounded by father’s gentle voice, advising me to come closer, without fear And so, I began confessing to father, who listened to me very patiently I did not stay there more than ten minutes After he gave me the absolution, he personally told me his name, because he wanted to send a message to my philosophy teacher All this meant a lot to me, because although I had heard about father Ghelasie from an acquaintance of mine, I was amazed by the fact that he introduced himself in a most original way, namely while sitting in the confession chair My bewilderment passed and something was born inside of me, something that made me return to Frăsinei * There was a time when I thought I found myself somewhere “in a superior condition”, so I took on an additional askesis, namely the Prayer of the mind, without having received the blessing to do so I had tried all kinds of methods, but without any result, of course The problem was that I became embittered, as Avva used to say, after the practice of this prayer Through some favorable circumstances I went to see Avva, all the time believing what I did was right “You have weak brains and you can go crazy by practicing this prayer, Avva said bluntly, making me understand that I had been tempted and deceived” Of course he knew why I had come and he told me what to do for my situation, but my lack of faith made me put his godly patience to the test once more, by telling him the problem After he had listened to me, he repeated once again what I had to do, letting me know that I had better withdraw It was the first time when he showed me his gift of foresight, not hiding it any more, although I had already guessed it * 178 After a journey which was not devoid of excitement (it was a national holiday, when the schedule of the buses from Râmnicu Vâlcea was different from the usual one), I arrived at the Holy Frăsinei Monastery around 12:20, together with my friend Florin who had been Father Ghelasie’s disciple for some years now We only managed to get his blessing because the Holy Liturgy of the Great Thursday was about to begin and we were not supposed to miss it During the afternoon we did not manage to confess Father was going to let us know, through his hut follower, if and when he could see us If we only look at things we described thus far, we can realize that it would be a mistake to dissociate father Ghelasie from the monastic life Although he was physically separated from the community of monks because of the disease that had him bedridden, he was taking part to the usual prayers inside his hut Meanwhile, a lot of laymen like us, but also a lot of the monks from the monastery – all wanting to confess to Father Ghelasie – went in and out of his room So as not to stand in line, his disciple would call people to confession by turns The evening service merged with the service of the 12 Gospels and it all started at midnight Meanwhile, we all dined at the monastery’s refectory – the best dinner ever, with boiled vegetables and polenta in our mouths and with the words of the Holy Scripture in our ears – everyone from the monastery – everyone attending, beginning with the Father Superior to the last laymen Father Ghelasie had not forgotten about us and sent us word that he was waiting for us in the morning, after the church service Later on did I realize that this waiting and praying for a couple of hours – a new experience for me – helped prepare for confession I am sure that somewhere in heaven father Michael, my spiritual father, who passed away right on the 11th of April 2002, Saint Calinic’s Day (as there are no coincidences!) – was rejoicing for me In 179 Bucharest one cannot easily find priests who have my spiritual father’s gift, and I had just lost him! Father Ghelasie was my salvation, because I had not decided to go to my wife’s spiritual father to confess, and with all the fussing around, the fasting period was coming to an end and I had not yet confessed Father Ghelasie had a gentle, forgiving look, seeing right through you When one confessed the greater or the more insignificant sins, he would say under the epitrachelion “Well, tată, tată!” – a mixture of gentle scolding and an acknowledgment of my spiritual and bodily weaknesses During those moments I realized that I was the ill person and Father Ghelasie was the doctor He did not want to give me a canon, but he asked me to tell him what part of my old canon – given to me by father Michael – I hadn’t followed Afterwards, upon leaving, I received from him some newly printed books (they were in heaps and categories, almost upholstering the small hut where Avva lived and where one could only see a bed, a table and a chair; without the books I do not think one would have anything else to see) The Akathist-Synaxarion I received was meant for my wife These writings are a message for a lesson in good living for a much too hurried civilization Father Ghelasie requests us to work with time and without time, not for an immediate result (so as not to draw rash conclusions) Whoever browses through his books is surprised to find older ideas resumed and expanded, as Father was succeeding to penetrate the mysteries of heavenly life with his mind and heart One can also observe a challenge towards holiness, one which is, in fact, in perfect accordance with the Holy Frăsinei Monastery Father underlines some ideas in the following way: a lot of people get entangled here! To such a challenge one answers with earnestness in work, prayer, humble thinking 180 – basically, a monastic answer And only afterwards, the conclusions are drawn Before leaving, I asked Father whether it was true that the hardest canon was not to commit the confessed sins again And he told me that I was right * I met Father Ghelasie immediately after the revolution, at the monastery Discovering that I was a doctor, he told me that he had been a male nurse Since then, I felt a special attraction towards this unique man I saw him almost yearly, when I came to the monastery and each time we met and talked Two years in a row he invited me inside his extremely small and isolated, barrel-shaped hut, where we discussed for hours, patiently and persuasively showing me the true path towards God One summer, he offered me his “lunch” made of only three plums He delicately gave me some of his writings As most of his texts had a complex religious and philosophic terminology, sometimes hard to understand, I reproached him that he was writing and publishing only for the intellectuals who were only a few, and not for the simple people who represented the majority He replied that the books could be understood with a little effort He was a great ascetic for God! * When I first entered the Frăsinei monastery, the place overwhelmed me with its extraordinary serenity that sheltered my soul I stood still, speechless with admiration Then the Reverend Father Neonil sent me to father Ghelasie, so that he could talk to me Ghelasie Gheorghe was a tall, slender person, with skin color like parchment scroll and with a wispy beard He had arranged a yard for his beehives in the interior 181 space of the monastery, and someone had built him there a kind of a huge barrel made out of galvanized plate sheet During the summer he stayed in the barrel, where he had a bed, a table, a chair and a part of his library I spoke many times with Avva, inside his barrel and I remained with a kind of nostalgia of the place I must confess that Father Ghelasie had the gift of spiritual foresight The first time he revealed his gift to me was while I confessed All sorts of unimportant things were going through my head, but an old heavy sin had been left unconfessed, forgotten Father waited and waited, and then asked me directly about that particular sin And he saved my soul On our second encounter, father revealed himself even more He asked me about Saint Conon – I had just read about this Saint and I was writing about him Afterwards, he told me about some events that were going to happen and which happened exactly as he predicted ( ) Finally, I must add a word worthy of the Patericon which father Ghelasie had given me Talking about some thing or other, I told him – as I knew from the desert hermits – that we were nothing Ghelasie looked at me and answered: “Yes, but it was out of nothing that God has created the world” * I was travelling together with someone who had a great problem and was trying to fight an illness: the person was following dr Valeriu Popa’s advice in natural remedies and was also following the religious path through personal prayer and by going to monasteries In front of the church there was this thin, lively monk, with eyes sparkling with kindness and a look which penetrated the depth of your soul, who welcomed me He was barefoot, dressed in a frock which seemed to have been washed too many times I felt a connection with him, from 182 the very first moment, as if we had known each other for a long time He welcomed me to the monastery, which had a special regimen (the same as on Mount Athos) where I could stay for three days, to pray day and night together with the monks and laymen, being offered food and a place to sleep And if I wished to stay longer, I had to undertake an obedience regarding the chores around the monastery I told him on whose behalf I was there and that the ill person was waiting at the church below, together with my daughter and my wife who was also eager to meet him He told me “tomorrow we shall go there and talk” In the evening I attended the church services and afterwards I was taken to the refectory where he sat beside me – he did not take his place near the monks of the monastery – only as a formality, because he had not eaten anything He went to the kitchen and brought some fresh vegetables: carrots, lettuce and ate them I learned from the other monks that Avva ate almost nothing and that they did not know what he lived on He walked me through the monastery showing me the surroundings and explaining to me the obedience-tasks that the monks had undertaken and that his obedience, apart from being a guide, was to take care of the bee hives Later, we came to the place I was supposed to sleep in and we talked about different subjects We stayed at night until the night service began and then we would continue our discussions about faith, prayer, life and he tried to explain to me the interpretation of some biblical texts, emphasizing the Holy Trinity Even to this day I keep some of the pages with the writings and drawings he would make in his attempt to better explain to me the idea he presented, ideas which he debated and explained later on, in his book Hesychasm, Dialogue in Eternity After 1989, I visited him once He was preoccupied with his writing, with sharing his knowledge and ideas to 183 as many people as he could May God rest him and with the power bestowed upon him from Above, may he still guide our steps towards faith, hope and love * In those times, I was about to be ordained, but I was avoiding it because I did not consider myself truly worthy of such a service My past filled with sins was like a burden upon me and I had all kinds of remorse, I was plagued by thoughts and almost paralyzed by a sickly repentance Once, I confessed to father, about 3 a m , in a little chamber near the Holy Altar, after a night of vigil He did not ask me anything, he let me talk uninterrupted; he listened to my confession and to my whining and in the end I told him that I had done so many bad things that I could not undertake the priesthood – which I had prepared for (of course, more a theoretical preparation!) that I would have to bemoan my sins all my life Father Ghelasie answered with these words: “You are whining like a woman Christ’s ship is facing a storm, the huge waves are drowning many people, the world is dying out and you keep whining like a woman, that you have done I do not know what If you are a real man, jump into the water, swim into this storm, save yourself and what you can save from the things that have fallen from Christ’s ship, into the water This is what the Lord wants from you: to be a sailor on His ship” (those were his exact words: sailor!) After that, he read the absolution-prayer and released me Although I had confessed many times before, it was only from that moment on that I did not look back anymore, I stopped being afraid of the ghosts of the past, I undertook the ‘sailor’ task and I lived only in the happiness of Christ’s presence, even when I sinned and when I still commit sins I began to swim through the storm, sometimes 184 better, sometimes sinking, but a couple of times I had even walked on water But what is Orthodoxy – my dear Father Pavel Florenski used to say – if not living with Christ within a permanent storm of faith I wanted to say – as a humble gratitude to Father Ghelasie’s memory – that our encounter helped me become free and find my path Father Ghelasie taught me the joyful repentance, the active repentance facing the future, and the future is Christ now and always May God forgive Father Ghelasie and rest him in peace! May he be forever remembered! * I arrived at Frăsinei about 6 p m Admirable view: the sun, still high in the sky, shining over the fresh green hills, the sun rays creeping through the Monastery’s spires, bringing to life the immaculate white walls of the church, of the guest house and of the administrative building Perfect order, perfect silence And, out of this stillness, out of all this white, father’s figure suddenly emerged, almost ethereal, floating towards us A very delicate figure, like a child’s His body in a complete harmony with the mind, I told myself unwittingly He addressed us a generic welcoming word, after which, he looked me straight in the eyes and asked, as if he had known me for forever: – You have come? – I have come, I replied with the same feeling of natural closeness – We’ll talk later , he said addressing everyone and entered the church This was our first encounter: an apperceptive experience, a gift from beyond space and time, from beyond our worldly history 185 We settled into one of the guest rooms of the monastery – shinning white as it was painted with the same lime – constantly calling you to reflective self- discovery From what I could understand, my new friends were considered “at home” at the monastery and were treated with some kind of deference We rested for a while and went to dinner in a huge hall with two rows of wooden tables somberly and rigorously lined up against the walls It was an admirable occasion to experience the solemnity of collective prayer, miraculously rolling over the simplicity of monastic food It was a state of absolute well-being, where the privileges of spiritual nourishment seemed to spring out right from the physical food So much serenity so much mystery would come out of that monastic dinner After the evening meal, all three of us went to Father Ghelasie’s hut, to tell him our problems – as agreed There was an almost surreal atmosphere: the sun setting delicately, creeping through the tall flower bushes of the garden we had entered Many bees loading the flowers filled with warm light I was very surprised to notice that the “hut” my new friends were talking about, placed right in the middle of the hives – hives which Father took care of – was nothing but a huge barrel, with a diameter of 2-2,5 meters, having a door in one of the lateral lids and a window on the other side My thoughts, of course, drifted to Diogenes the Wise and his dialogue with Alexander the Great Not even he was allowed to shadow the “orifice” through which the light entered the barrel where the wise man lived To us all this seemed symbolic, and approved by Father Ghelasie, who invited us inside, one after the other I entered last The inside of the barrel, unexpectedly ample, was furnished with a narrow wooden bed, some shelves filled with books, a chair and a table with a computer on it I took a seat and introduced myself elaborately, I took a deep 186 breath and I began telling – with no holding back – my spiritual need: I needed a spiritual father who, through the gift of confession, could ease the burden accumulated over the past three decades Looking at him as I was talking, I had no doubt that Father Ghelasie was the one whom I had to confess to At the end of my monologue, which Father did not interrupt at all, I added briefly that I’d like very much to discuss some of our common spiritual concerns which referred to the creative power of language He listened to me silently and then he told me plainly: “Tonight I am performing the church services I will expect you tomorrow after the service, at half past two, to hear your confession We shall talk about the other things, tomorrow” I do not know whether I dreamed anything during those hours of very deep sleep ( ) My friends were used to the night services performed after the harsh Athonite rite of the monastery, so they, having attended, came to wake me up, telling me that the service was over and Father Ghelasie was waiting for me in the church It was around 2 a m and the moon light reminded me of the light of the sun, in a tantalizing way The sun surrounded by the moon, the name of a book suggested to me not long ago by a very dear friend, had been prefiguring this scenario: coming out of the tragic through the divine right of the return to the purity of the beginning Father was alone in the church Almost without words, he walked me to a room, on the right side of the altar, signaled to me to kneel, putting the stole over my head and telling me simply: “I am listening” Against the background of an assumed state of consciousness – “I am human and nothing human is alien to me” – I started unwinding, to the spiritual father above me, all that had guiltily (or not) fallen off from the innocence of the child I had been a long time or from the strong pride of the mature man thereafter 187 He listened to me within a silence which I did not feel to be harsh, but only filled with the love of the person who knows I ignore how much timed had passed within this inner state of deliverance, it might have been more than an hour None of us seemed tired, although the charging of the moment was at a maximum Confessing, I was reliving, with my eyes facing towards the past, all the spiritual torment of the person who had ignored these frustrations, had buried them in the subconscious for decades, making use of the reassuring (or rather unsettling) verdict: “This is how it is supposed to be!” I do not remember all the things I told him then in the mystery of the night, of proskomedia and of confession However, I do remember that among other things I insisted upon the “sin of repudiation”, upon the fact that quite often in my life – and fully aware of it – the “call of the rooster” had reminded me about my duty of being honest with regard to my faith in God In fact, it does not matter now what I had told him then: all the details of my life which at one time had burdened me had disappeared into a history that cannot be forgotten, but which could be sublimated What matters most is how I told him all that, in what state I was then, and how I desired to be, in fact Only after a while could I recall and truly understand my agitated yet serene state of mind, in order to describe it once more, in suggestive poetic terms ( ) Everything ended the moment I felt that what had to be had been, when the circle of the life-story began to close, becoming redundant: stories of a past which closed into the present Then, Father told me: “I think that is enough for now We’ll see ” I did not understand back then, what was still to be seen I was unacquainted with the church rules I can only recall that I did not get any canon, or the permission to receive the Holy Eucharist This mystery was fulfilled only later, in the altar of the church of Săcărâmb, the place where my journey of initiation had begun The circle was 188 about to close in time, just as mysteriously as it had opened As if everything had been designed to happen under the sign of the light, the morning was bright Father Ghelasie was alone He was reading, in the natural light which did not seem to be absent from his “hut” With a certain restlessness, before taking the time to sit down, I placed two of my books into his hands If I am not mistaken, those books were “The myths of creation: semiotic lectures” and the then newly issued “A Treaty of Creatology”, recently published, books which I had with me, more or less incidentally Father Ghelasie received them with a nod of his head; in this nod one could visibly see the joy of a person who loved the Book Holding them in his hand for a while, as if to grasp their content in “iconic” manner, he invited me to take a seat and tell him about my intellectual concerns With an unconcealed passion I described to him my endeavor – already deliniated – to unify/harmonize the different types of discourse which the history of the human spirit was grounded upon, an attempt to bring Religion closer to Philosophy and to Science, an attempt which had Light – in its multitude of aspects – as the integrating archetype Creation, word-light, form of creation, model or pattern, “essential unity” and “creative transformation” were only some of the concepts I used trying to defend/ explain my point of view After listening to me for a while, without any interruption, Father Ghelasie suddenly asked me, directly: “What do you mean with >, for example?” A bit surprised I described him the ontological, rather physical, perspective in which the “form” (etymologically correlated with the “in-form” = to place/put into form) could be assumed as a prefiguring energy-informational pattern, as an “invisible model” prefiguring all the substantially embodied structures of the world 189 He silently stood up, took a pile of thick and thin books from one of the shelves and handed them to me, saying: “These are books that I have recently published Please take them First of all, we must know our language, before being able to talk properly” After that, with such a natural modesty which I can hardly describe, he wrote the following inscription on the back page of one of the books (Ecce Homo, 1999), inscription which I literally reproduce below: Dear Professor, with the hope of a Communion within the One Whose Image we bear Most humble, Hieromonk Ghelasie Gh The Holy Frăsinei Monastery, 1999, VII, 2 Saint Stephen the Great and Our Holy Mother’s Vesture It was enough for me to read these lines, to understand that contrary to any appearances, our spiritual communication had already begun, like a virtuality with yet unsuspected effects It was a loan I received then, for a “later time” I did not know when it was to come * Father Ghelasie wrote in a letter: – I seem to live deeper and deeper this mystery of fatherly love I genuinely ponder what a Mystery it is, what a great Mystery it shall be I hope – but I am afraid to think about it, because of my unworthiness – for the Mystery when I will be able to stand before the absolute Love of God The Father Oh, Fatherly Love! Oh, Absolute Love! Oh, Love of Eternity, of Eternal Life! 190 Christianity is the Image of Eternal Love which means Eternal Life! Blessed are the ones who will receive the Eternal Love! If we commune with the Liturgy of the Son, which is an Eucharistic Liturgy, Eternity will be born, through the completion of the Communion and out of the Fatherly Love What a grand Mystery, my Lord! My Lord, my Lord! Blessed are the ones who will reach this encounter within the Godly Kingdom where the Eucharistic communion is the eternal actualization of the communion with the absolute Fatherly Love, with the eternal mercy and Light of the Holy Spirit Here lies the beneficent communion for eternal completion * In a letter addressed to another father, Avva ended up with the following words: – May our all-merciful God increase His Gifts bestowed upon you and help you become a “Worker” in His Vineyard which is full of thorns Pray for me! * – Father Ghelasie, more and more demonized people are looking for salvation at the Frăsinei Monastery Are these people fully aware of their illness? – Some have an awareness of their condition, others are brought here by their relatives or friends The cause of the demonization from the Christian point of view is sin Demonization brings along many other sufferings and even difficulties for the family members and for the society – Isn’t witchcraft the cause of these demonizations, in most cases? – In common terms, they talk about spells and sorcery that have been cast upon a person, but from the Christian 191 point of view, the cause is sin The spells would have no power if the person were not consumed by sin Indeed, this occultism which expands nowadays negatively influences people Because of the much too secularized, de-sacralized life, most people are exposed and then, these influences become very strong – Do you differentiate between a mentally ill and a demonized person? – The mental illness can be explained from the medical point of view as consisting of some atypical manifestations, as opposed to normality The demonic manifestations are completely different and appear as attacks/episodes in certain moments of the liturgical ritual, and they do not resemble any psycho-pathological symptom – Doesn’t the priest also feel this evil manifestation upon himself? – Some consider that these attacks/episodes occur because of the grace which appears in the special moments of the liturgy and provokes these evil spirits – Have you ever felt attacked by these spirits? – Of course, some spiritual fathers do feel these demonic presences and even a certain resistance and attacks But the gift of priesthood, the gift of absolution of sin, stops this influence However, these demonized people are like the martyrs The Holy Apostle Paul says that this suffering of demonization is so terrible, it is like the suffering from hell – Is it a physical or a psychological suffering? – Physical and psychological From our point of view, the person is complete, so these demonic manifestations appear on both aspects These illnesses are in a way the beginning of a life in hell in this very world The Holy Fathers say that the epileptics and the demonized are like martyrs – I saw here a woman who gave me the impression that she was faking demonization Do you think that this is possible? 192 – Some of the less faithful people believe that these demonic possessions are just some psychological manifes- tations caused by some hereditary defects – a belief grounded especially on that Freudian theory claiming that the causes are some sexual dysfunctions We must understand that these manifestations are completely different If a person – apart from these disorders – can also manifest certain personal, human acts, we must distinguish between this human manifestation and the demonic one which is completely different – Do you think that someone can pretend to be demonized in order to fool the people or the holy fathers? – There have been such cases, when a person wanted to demonstrate that the demonized ones are but tricksters, liars who are pretending; but taking part at the church services, she got ill herself and remained with this burden You should never play with the devil, because you’ll get burned The Fathers say that the devil is extremely devious and you should not believe it even when it does say the truth The demonic manifestations are completely different from the psychological, psycho-pathological ones described by the doctors What the doctors do not want to understand is that these psychological illnesses attract the demonic possessions in a way Generally, here at the monastery, we are careful so that the demonic part does not completely manifest or create the impression of a simulation * Avva Ghelasie said once: – The greatest glory of Christianity is for you to Love your “enemy” and at the same time the enemy to begin to Love you A Friend is the person who points your “mistake” to you, not the one who covers it; but the Wise strengthens when he “scolds”, while the “unwise” “kills” when doing so And “suspicion” is the beginning of disbelief and “hatred” 193 * Warning about the risk of unjust accusations made after a superficial glance without serious assessment, Father Ghelasie said: – Christ was in the middle of the “tax-collectors and sinners” who afterwards became the most illustrious Christians The Spirit of Christ is the Spirit of Peace, without amalgamation with the “sins” of the others The sin of “suspicion” brings with it all kinds of “profane phantasms” ( ) The one who does not accept the “insult” will not be capable of “bearing” the Honor May our Lord’s Peace be with us all * In an Epistle to the citizens of Sibiu, called “The Hesychast experience” and addressed to the organizers of the Sibiu Summer University, which in 1990 was at its 5th edition, Father Ghelasie wrote: Existence in itself is a Communion-Communication- Dialogue, it is a trinity-Family And it is so deeply rooted, that even faith in the most fallen forms carries the nostalgia and the longing to return to its origins and essence We have lost the state of true creation as it has come out of God’s hands After the fall from Heaven, Creation has entered into a process of self-destruction – corruption And thus, the Creation bears two “images” which we keep trying to relate to one another The Image of Heaven has been forgotten and the fallen-fake image has become so customary that we even find it “lovable”, and our refusal to return to the original image is more than obstinacy, it is downright passion and sin, a true spiritual depravity which sometimes reaches the demonic Extremism The Image of the fallen Creation has become our real image and we try to embellish it with the features of the 194 Ancestral image, to appease thus all nostalgia for origin But no matter how much we come to idolize the fallen image, it exposes its falsity, to the frozen, ghastly smile of death, to the glassy gaze, to the poison of the insane laughter of the idiotic and demonized mimic of the self- Destroyer Bearing this false image, as it is mistaken for the real one, has become a true heroism This semi-conscious march towards death has become an intoxication of self-sadism Sooner or later, we all refuse the spasms of the terrifying agony But our helplessness gives us an additional tragic side More than ever, our times aspire to a return to the origins Thus, a nostalgia for the true image can be observed, a nostalgia to become again what we had been before our fall from Heaven The primordial image within which we can mirror ourselves, where we can rediscover ourselves Philosophy and science are barren without religion, they are void of life At the same time, religion without the two is without any movement Reality in itself is life and movement Splitting the two is a mutilation and a falsification of reality Thus, nowadays more than ever, it represents a dignifying thing for philosophy and science to also be religious It is in this sense that we place ourselves in the true context of these times, if we are united within the common ideal of rediscovering the Image of Heaven – which is the essence and the sense of the Hesychast living – by falling on our knees before our God-Father And here lies the prayer! The fallen creation has such a prayer! Thus, the Prayer is “the whole complex of Existence” Hesychasm is this integral prayer Hesychasm is not just a mere prayer technique There has been attempted an individualization of Prayer as something by Itself, which would generate everything, without the need of anything else 195 The Hesychast prayer, if understood in its pure specific, has this miracle-mystery Prayer is not just a position-technique-repetition-elevation of the mind towards Heaven Prayer is a general attitude of Existence, a certain attitude, out of which everything springs – starting with the connection with all things holy, up to the Transfiguration (ecstasy – illumination) This is what we find hard to understand “The Secret” which is so sought-after is exactly this one: “the mystery of the integral attitude” Hesychasm is “the integral Christian Prayer” The essence of Christianity is the integral reality, body and soul, Creation-Creator, creation within all the creation, unity in soul and unity in body, unity in all forms of creation This is “the mystery of Hesychia” – the Unity between mind, heart and action; unity between will, feeling and thought; unity between God and Creation, integral communion So that everything is one, like the Father and the Son are one If we were to define Hesychasm in one word only, we’d say: Communion This word says it all In Heaven, prayer was an image of communion We, the fallen ones, create within the prayer a return to the kingdom * In a letter, father Ghelasie confessed: – The Parable of the Sower from the Holy Gospel seems wonderful and mysterious just because the sower does not mind where he sows He sows even on the road, he sows also on barren land, even among thorns, and also on fertile land But he knows that true miracles can happen, when just one seed – even sown on the road – will bear fruit, through God knows what turn of events Even sown among thorns, through God knows what turn of events, it will bear fruit! Thus, this seed must be sown! 196 * In his work, “The Hesychast Life”, following Saint Gregory Palamas who shows that >, Father Ghelasie underlines the fact that, on the one hand, > and, on the other hand, he highlights Man’s > created in God’s Image >, Father Ghelasie points out, > “The Opening of the Mystery of Being”, underlines Father Ghelasie, is thus possible through the mystery of Christ’s Embodiment, through which “the Christic Image becomes unmistakable” and reveals itself as “absolute Uniqueness” >, points our Father Ghelasie, > >, continues Father Ghelasie, > >, shows Father Ghelasie, > 199 * Avva Arsenie, the closest follower of the Hermit Neofit, has left a “Testament” for his follower – My son, I leave you as “Legacy” the Godly Gift of Hesychasm, as “Blessing” sent from Avva Neofit the Hermit, who had become worthy of the “Mystery Work” of the Hesychia I leave you this Gift as “Legacy”, like a “Gift/Talent” Be careful not to bury it Keep alight the Votive Candle of The Light of Hesychia Avva Neofit the Hermit has prophesied that there will be “thousands” of “those who will follow the Mystery path of Hesychia” The changes of the “world” will be harsh but just as wonderful will be the Spiritual “awakening” of many people The Mystery Work of Hesychia will descend “from the mountains and caves” into the heart of the cities and many “young people” will strongly “awake” to a “Life of Spirit” like the one from the times of the Church Fathers The Mystery Work of Hesychia will “blossom” within the “wilderness” of many Hearts which will afterwards become “Embodied Heavens” I leave to you the “Blessing of the Hesychia” which you should keep “kindled” in your own Votive Candle Do not wonder how this will be The Mystery Work of Hesychia will be the Mystery of the Future The history to come will be the most terrible “confrontation” between Light and darkness, between Life and death But the “Power of the Light” will be so strong that it will surpass “all things of this world” Make yourself a part of this grand “Spiritual lighting” May our Lord Jesus Christ’s Gift be with you and with all those longing for Hesychia May the Holy Spirit “protect” you Amen I once confessed my pride to Avva Ghelasie 200 “Father, I am tormented by the passion of pride, I cannot escape it, what shall I do?” Avva looked at me and told me: “Why, măi tătică? Why don’t you go outside for a couple of minutes and think it over and then come back to me and tell me what is so special about you?” It seemed as if he had hit me in the head I tried to think, but I could find no reason for my pride I realized there was nothing to pride myself on and I calmed down * Father Ghelasie told me that he had dreamed a couple of times that all was quiet, beautiful and then suddenly a hand with a clenched fist raised from the ground and a voice was heard – a cry: “You have not redeemed me!” Father used to tell me that the unredeemed problems within the bloodline “come up” all the way to us We all have been endowed by God, from our birth-creation, with a Christic “destiny”-mission to “redeem” those we “carry” within our nature-being, as we are their descendants and successors That’s why, Avva Ghelasie advised me as priest to urge people to go to the church memorial service performed for those departed Thus, a few families should gather each Saturday, bringing some alms – no matter how little – so as to strengthen in this way, within our conscience and in our prayers, the connection we have with our departed ones, so that God’s grace and mercy would descend and “heal” the hidden, forgotten wounds of the bloodline And so, we would be able to carry our inherited-cross with Christ’s power Only in the “bath” of the ritual of the Church can the inherited or acquired psychological-physical memorial be sanctified * Avva Ghelasie said to a follower: “Bă, tăticule, give it all away, give it all away, keep nothing to yourself, măi 201 tăticule! Give it all away, so that you can be free, be free, măi tăticule!” * Avva Ghelasie used to say: “You must always be careful and bring a little gift to children, to the old and to the ill It is a fundamental gesture Also within marriage, bring the woman – who bears our Holy Mother’s image – a gift, no matter how small” * During the last period, when Avva was ill and did not leave his hut, I sometimes went to him without bringing him anything Then he would scold me “Băi, jackass, couldn’t you have brought anything?” “What should I bring you, Avva? There is nothing I can bring you, Father, forgive me!” “Băi, tăticule, I do not need anything, but you should know that this gesture is very important to you, for your sensitivity Always bring a little gift for the children, for the old and for the ill, when you visit them A flower, a fir twig, anything no matter how small” So, when I visited Avva, I would go first and fetch a twig from a tree or something small like that and brought my little gift of gratitude to him “A gift no matter how small, măi, tăticule, that would show your iconic gesture of giving” There was this beggar who came to see Avva and who always brought him a little something, as Avva had taught him – a banana, an apple, a gift no matter how small In his turn, Avva would take care of him and give him much more; but he wanted to see the gesture of giving – a gesture he had learned from his family – blossoming in his fellow beings He would tell me that some gypsies used to come to their house, to beg These gypsies would always bring them something to eat, or clothes or something else Their 202 parents did not use these things, it is true, but they received the gift and in return they gave them alms The gesture of giving remains as a living memory of the spiritual communicability and openness * “You cannot truly get rid of the passion if you do not desire it from all your heart; if you leave inside you even the smallest thought that somewhere, sometime you could commit that sin again”, said Avva and advised: “Walk lightly, măi, tăticule, watch your step, be careful how you handle things, how you talk and how you take in the thoughts, be careful not to break or destroy something, not to hurt someone Do not look back at the memory of the fall, so that you may not sweeten yourself again into temptation and your soul become blind, look neither to the right nor to the left, in despair or with boldness, but with patience and hope, always look towards Christ” “I cannot, Avva!” “Hey, if you want to, you can eventually, you can, măi, tăticule, because God helps you!” * “Măi, tăticule, be careful, walk carefully, avoid the occasions for sin, do not say you are strong, that you can defeat temptation, because it will turn you upside down in a heartbeat! Be careful in life”, Avva Ghelasie advised * There was a man who helped a lot with the building of a church, but he had not yet put his life in Christian order He lived outside the Mystery of Matrimony The respective father from that church was very troubled by this fact and wanted to scold him harshly, with the risk of even chasing that man away from church, but he went and asked Father Ghelasie for advice “Let him be, Măi, tăticule, be delicate, do not jump on him like that Do not chase 203 him away, talk to him mildly, be delicate Because he is making a sacrifice for the church, a great work and God is slowly-slowly working upon his soul and bringing into order the things that should be” After a while, that man also had a child with the woman he was living with Shocked, the father from the church said to Father Ghelasie: “Look, Avva, he did not listen to me, and now he has a child with her!” He was surprised to hear Father Ghelasie say: “What a special man, măi, tăticule, he had the child! (allusion to the fact that many people, even Christians, kill-abort their babies) Let him be, măi, tăticule, be patient with him, God will not leave him!” This was how Father Ghelasie was He first and foremost saw the good within a person, he saw in faith the things that were to come, things that in time would settle into place through God’s economy This did not mean at all that Father was sentimental or permissive On the contrary, he advised not to give the holy sacraments unless the person was ready, observing the proper order of the Church, so that they may not turn out to be for the person’s own damnation But at the same time, he advised to keep a communicability space, a space for waiting and for fatherly welcoming towards the prodigal sons, a space within which God Himself would act upon their hearts Father Ghelasie was together-working with God What he told me, always surprised me, his words were against my expectations, they got me off the “tracks” of my formal judgment – this generated in some followers initial bursts of anger and stupor, after which they received the grace of understanding things more deeply An understanding molded after the logic of godly love, after His enduring patience and mercy Even God’s justice is a living expression of the truth of His love 204 * “The secular priest lives like a fish in a fish tank Everyone looks at him and at his family’s life, everyone analyzes him, he is in everyone’s sight, because he is like an icon of Christ”, said Avva Ghelasie He used to emphasize the great responsibility of the priest, his duty to act with godly care and propriety so as not to cause anyone any reasons to stumble or any obstacles to people’s love for Christ * Father Ghelasie used to say: “After confession and after the priest’s absolution, the sin is forgiven by God However, the scar, the mark remains It remains like a boundary stone-stop mark in order to sensitize the conscience so as not to sin anymore It becomes a reason for attention-spiritual awakening Moreover, from that sensitive place there springs the gratitude towards God, Who does not suffer your soul to be lost At the same time, the mark of sin becomes a sign of the godly forgiveness and mercy” * Father Ghelasie said that, in these harsh times, building a house and especially helping with the building of a church or monastery was a very great deal He loved it a lot and was glad to see that a new monastery or church was being built I went to see him once Back then I used to work at a shop which sold among other things also cigarettes and alcohol I had not tell this to father and at a certain point he began to tell me about some of the people who have lost their minds because of alcohol “Poor them, they destroyed their life and the life of the people around them, whom they caused a terrible suffering” 205 After a while he asked me: “What do you do for a living?” I told him what I did and that indeed, cigarettes and alcohol were being sold at the shop I worked in “Măi, tăticule, listen to me, do something and leave that place, because the money that you are making there is not clean” I understood that Father meant that money were gained on the expense of someone else’s distress However, I wondered what if all the people who were working in shops like that were to leave their jobs (as all the shops did sell alcohol too), what was to happen? But Father did not speak in general He told this only to me: “See what you can do, măi, tăticule, and change your job ” And God helped me in a wonderful way, so that I could do it “Rather than earning such money, you’d better eat bread and onions”, Avva told me What is interesting is that this is how it happened; as I was about to leave that job, I happened to be standing on the edge of the road, a little bit distressed because of some problems I had and I was eating bread and onions Only then did I remember Father’s words and I cheered myself up I felt as if Father’s words had come true and I put my faith in God * I was practising yoga, buddhism and other esoteric teachings I used to stand in the lotus position and recite mantras I even used to utter the prayer of the heart: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, the sinner”, as if it were a mantra Paradoxically, maybe God had arranged my salvation through this, preparing in time my path towards Him He had prepared me, so as to fetch me from the turmoil of confusion, so as to take me out of the deceit to the light of His image, pouring his mercy upon me I used to work very much from Monday to Friday, on Saturday I would rest and on Sunday I would work a lot 206 When my husband came home from church, a spirit of quarrel came over us The return point was when I read Father Seraphim Rose’s and Father Cleopa’s writings, and afterwards Father Ghelasie’s prayers – who was my husband’s spiritual father Even while I was standing in the lotus position and I recited the mantras, I could feel a pain in my body, in a certain area This pain seriously aggravated in time I went to a radiologist who was a good diagnostician He made an x-ray and showed me a tumor the size of a grape My husband went immediately to Frăsinei, to Father Ghelasie Avva said to him: “Stay calm, măi, tăticule, that is nothing You do what you have to do, do your things and do not worry, everything is fine” When my husband came back, I repeated the analysis The grape had become as small as the tip of the needle I repeated the tests again and the tumor was gone Not only the image from the x-ray but also the pain that had caused me much distress for such a long time had disappeared My father also went to see Father Ghelasie He has metastatic cancer now Erstwhile I would have been broken spiritually, but now, with God’s help, I see the disease as redemption My father has changed very much towards the spiritual He had confessed, he was enlightened and now he knows where he is headed – towards God * When I heard that Father Ghelasie had passed away, I cried, I suffered, but it was not a bitter suffering, but a deep, good suffering It was as if my mind and my heart had opened and I read Father Ghelasie’s books for a long time In the state of prayer and suffering I was in, I received a very great gift: I could understand everything, I could understand the writings that some other time had been 207 difficult for me to understand I could feel Father’s love overflowing and encompassing the whole world I really believe that the words written within the state of prayer do not unfold their meaning, their spiritual significance unless the one who reads them opens up to such a spiritual work him/herself That’s why they are sometimes hard to grasp, due to the lack of preparation, whereas other times, within the state of prayer, our understanding absorbs them and our heart receives the “powerful nourishment” * I only saw Father Ghelasie once I did not even realize how long I was in his hut: 10 minutes, one hour? You would lose the notion of time there, as if there truly was a threshold of eternity I was in a difficult situation He showed me “the illness” with precision, he told me exactly what and how to do and he told me to come to see him afterwards, to get his blessing Meanwhile Avva had passed away After I had fulfilled Father’s words, my life changed I went to his grave and I am convinced of the fact that Father has given me his blessing, from Beyond * “What will happen to us, Avva, after you have passed away”, a follower asked Father Ghelasie, during the last period of his earthly dwelling “I pity you, măi, tăticule”, answered Avva, as if looking to the things to come “And what shall we do, Father, to achieve redemption?” “Stand united in love, măi, tăticule You shall only win, if you stand united” * Father Ghelasie told me once: “Măi, tăticule, strive to get close to God, because once He gets close to you, He never lets you out of his hand” 208 Father Ghelasie’s prayer for the whole world and the prayer he made so that none of his spiritual sons would get lost, remind me of the prayer of the Son towards the Father, so that none of His apostles would get lost – whom satan was trying to destroy and swallow within the fire of the temptations and sufferings His prayer to the (Heavenly) Father had been listened to and answered, so that it became an example for his followers and gave the spiritual fathers the grace to do the same * Translating Father’s writings into English, I was confronted with the exigencies they required One night I dreamed of Father Ghelasie He was standing in my room, dressed in his priestly attire, the way he was pictured in his books, and he talked to me about prayer I remember that he made me understand the meaning he gave to prayer within the iconic mysticism “Prayer is the deepest worship, it is integral, the complete worship”, are the words that became engraved upon me together with the inexpressible understanding they transmitted * Because I had carried my small children in my arms for a long time, I began having intense and permanent pains in the region of the vertebral spine One evening as I went to rest, I was crying from the pain During the night I dreamed of Father Ghelasie who was asking my husband about my well being My husband told him that my back had hurt really bad for a longer period of time and upon hearing that Avva came to me He touched me and pressed the painful place – the affected vertebra – with a light but sudden move That was the moment when I woke up and surprisingly noticed that I could feel no more pain in that particular area I was shaken by the unexpected healing and I tearfully thanked God and Father Ghelasie for the wonderful care that I was given 209 * After I finished high-school, I went to see Avva Ghelasie Among other urgent life matters, I also told him about my desire to study theology I asked for his blessing, but Avva told me to have patience, to wait After a year had passed, I returned to him with the same question and request for his blessing Avva told me that I should be patient a little longer “But how long should I wait, Avva?”, I asked him “Măi, tăticule, if you want, you can have the admission exam this year, but I’d say you should wait some more, we should pray and see God’s will ” As I stepped out of his hut, I thought about the things I was going to do How was I to have the theology exam, when Father told me to wait? I put myself into God’s hands and I waited After almost a year, I felt a calling and I decided to go to the monastery Avva Ghelasie gave me his blessing with great joy It was as if he had seen it all in advance and that was the reason for his telling me to wait, so that God’s calling would become clear to me and I could fulfill His will * A follower came to Avva Ghelasie and said: “Father, it is hard for me to understand your books, I do try to but I get tired” Father Ghelasie advised him to insist, but to try to read them in a state of prayer And indeed, following the Pious’ advice, it was easier for the follower and he began to understand the words that Avva Ghelasie had written also in a state of prayer towards God * Avva Ghelasie used to advise us not to make an idol even out of the idea of God, but instead we should relate to Him as the Trinity God, personal, uncreated, beyond any thought and feeling, but present in an active way and working in our life Thus we should strive to have a “face to 210 face”, an “iconic” relationship with Him (of growth within resemblance and increase of our communion with Him) * Father Ghelasie had built some huts in a garden of the monastery, up on a little hill, not far away from the church In some of them he kept books, in others he used to live and sometimes to accommodate his visiting friends He also kept there some bee hives “Out of all the animals man keeps, the bee is the most proper for monastic living”, he’d say to me He had received the obedience of keeping bees from an old father – who had passed away – who had taught him the art of beekeeping “Do you like bees, brother?” asked me Avva Ghelasie, when he accommodated me for the first time in his huts I had always admired the tiny winged workers for their many qualities, but being the ignorant that I was, I was also afraid of their sting “Do not be afraid of them, they do not hurt you unless they are attacked”, father explained to me “They have their tasks, we have ours” I got used to the bees, I went to and I left Avva’s wooden hut, passing through the bees which were swarming around the hives, without even minding me I used to sit for hours in that dreamy garden, lying down in the tall grass, among the old plum trees and wonder: “Is this the way Heaven looks like?” Wandering to and fro, my thought would come upon the sorrows of life and especially upon the people who were causing those sorrows For example, I would wonder why God did not do with the bad people of today what He had done to some of those people from the Old Testament – whom he punished exemplary for all mankind to see His justice and power All states have laws against law-breakers, but those laws are not applied appropriately And human laws are, one way or the other, also from God 211 It is true, our Messiah told us to love our enemies But could we forgive those who scheme against us day and night, who do all the bad and terrible things, desiring to destroy all good upon earth? We must be careful lest, from a wrong understanding of the new Law, we would stand idle in the face of evil and end up bemoaning our stupidity, like the women from Ion Creangă’s salt lump story Man is created to act according to life’s concrete conditions, that is why God has given him free will If, for instance, a foreign people comes upon us with war, what shall we do? We shall defend ourselves and kill, if need be, as God will not order us to stand and let ourselves be trampled on But what evil men do against us, is it not also called war? But this war is waged with very hidden and insidious weapons, so that we cannot defend ourselves as we should And who, out of the terrible communist persecutors, has perished as an example, for all the murderers, torturers and thieves? And if this does not happen, it is because of us, those of us who desire good but do not expressly request it from God And suddenly inflamed with an unexpected enthusiasm I stood up and facing the church I bowed, saying: ”Oh, God, destroy those who hound and persecute us, your worshipers, so that we may not commit sins ourselves, as their hatred is against You!” Barely did I finish uttering these words in my mind, that I heard a voice sounding as a distant thunder, seeming to come from the great spire of the church, saying: “How dare you, you despicable man, come here to this holy place and spill the venom of your evilness?”; and just as I was wondering, with a shudder, what that had been, a small swarm of bees suddenly began agitating from the hives, chaotically flying and buzzing loudly; out of this swarm right under my very eyes, a bee came towards me quick as a bullet and stung me on the head 212 Before being able to react, I felt a terrible sting, as if not one but tens of bees had stung me at the same time, in the same place The pain was so terrible that I actually fell down, crying with pain Father Ghelasie, who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, hurried towards me and inspected worried the spot where the bee had stung me He quickly got the sting out – still sticking in the skin of my head – with his nails and placed a cold water compress on it Afterwards, after the pain had diminished and I recovered from the bewilderment of the shock, he looked at me with a strange look – having a combination of mystical fear and grave suspicion – and asked: ”Tell me quickly, what have you done?” Even more amazing than all the things that had happened was the fact that father seemed to know everything I told him what I had thought a couple of minutes ago “Ask for God’s forgiveness, my son, and take it as a lesson, never think evil!” And after I prostrated, he made the cross sign over my head, then turned around and left without uttering a single word * During one of my solitary journeys through the mountains, I managed to go across all the Căpăţânii Massif As I was coming from Voineasa I intended to stay for a few days at Frăsinei, at Avva Ghelasie That itinerary – that wasn’t easy at all – was for me like a purifying askesis, which helped me somewhat reach the proper state I needed for that holy place I went through Olăneşti, then I climbed some hills and I was 3 km away from the monastery, walking on the edge of a narrow and deep valley, where there was a river running through it At one of the road bends I stopped for a few minutes to admire the view which was opening before me, in a wild beauty 213 Down there, on a stony bed, the water was cheerfully flowing, creating small charming waterfalls An inviting coolness climbed up towards me, so that I felt the urge to go down to that water to freshen myself up from the heat of the afternoon sun, which had mercilessly tortured me But the gulch was very deep, without having any access path I would have needed a rope to be able to get down there I comforted myself with the thought that the monastery was not far away and I had enough time to rest afterwards I regretfully put the murderously heavy rucksack on my back and went on, following the path which was going along the precipice’s edge As I reached the highest point of the abyss I stopped once more to admire the beauty of the place Suddenly the following words resounded in my mind: ”Where are you hurrying in this heat? Even the monks are resting now, let them have their sleep, too There is nothing to lose if you climb down a little, to cool yourself!” I would have climbed down but how? You needed some equipment to do that But was a sip of water worthy of all that trouble? “Are you afraid? You have gone through places far more dangerous than this, the thought kept persuading me You do not need a rope, but only courage!” That’s a good one, I said to myself, surprised and spiteful at the same time What was happening with me? This was how you got yourself into trouble However, I leaned over, holding myself from a little tree, in order to see what steps I could take for an eventual descent But after having searched the rock wall I told myself that such an attempt would have been utter madness “You must not struggle in vain, the thought kept telling me Don’t you know that in this place you are protected from above, by Saint Calinic’s power? Listen to 214 me, take this test and you’ll see that nothing will happen to you!” Of course, I understood what test it was about, as the thought was in my mind But even if it was there it did not mean it was my own I suddenly became circumspect Although I knew what the thought would say the next moment, I was waiting for it, telling to myself: “If this thought is mine, there is no point in telling me what I already know” But the thought uttered sententiously: “On their hands the angels will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone, as this has been written! Come on, try it with courage!” Then, an inner voice, the third one, intervened: “If it is talking to you as it has talked to our Messiah, answer it as our Messiah has answered: get away from me, satan, as you have been a liar and murderer of humans, from the very beginning!” I was amazed by this dialogue which was taking place in my own mind, as if I were the battle scene for some unseen entities And although I had earlier received clear proof, I still couldn’t believe that the first thought was not my own Who knows how many mysteries our mind bears, maybe there are some very subtle dissimulations I did not know about “Isn’t it easier to believe the teachings of our Messiah and the Saints, rather than entangling yourself up in such judgments?”, the third thought asked me right away “Even if you do not want to climb down, get at least a little closer, to see me because I have been standing here alone on this rock, looking at the water for thousands and thousands of years, that I have lost count ” The intention of getting closer, just like my curiosity of searching for the origin of that voice came from inside of me, but at the same time, an exterior force, greater than me, attracted me like a magnet to the precipice’s edge I got as close as I could, holding myself to that little tree 215 grown on the wall’s edge I was aware of the fact that I was doing this to prove to the one below that I was not afraid Indeed, about 20 m under the place I was standing, there was a big boulder on a stone bed, having an almost cubic shape and covered in black moss I could see nothing else, but I could feel that something very foul came from that place, something that seemed to be on the verge of taking shape I made the sign of the cross with my tongue and I began saying Our Father, while cautiously leaving the edge of the precipice Very soon I could feel a great relief, as if some invisible bonds which had kept me prisoner had been cut off The state of horridness was gone, as if through magic I continued my journey, thinking about telling father Ghelasie about this temptation, when I suddenly felt the rather strong smell of rotten eggs in my nostrils I stood still for a couple of moments, trying to localize where that putrid smell was coming from “Maybe there is a spring with sulfurous water around”, I told myself, although I knew very well that it was not the case I decided to hurry up in order to leave that place as quickly as possible Because of the walking, the rucksack on my back moved up and down, and the straps squeaked rhythmically Without wanting, my attention fixed upon this noise which was obsessing me, until I actually heard in my ears, in the rhythm of that squeaking, the words: “Go to hell go to hell go to hell ” repeated in my ears by a thin voice I crossed myself and the voice stopped I felt a real relief when, after a bend of the road, I could see the spires of the monastery’s church After I told father Ghelasie the experience I had, he made a remark in his playful way: “What have you done, tăticule? Have you taken the devil for a hike?” A year had passed from this happening and I was once again on my way to Frăsinei One evening, after Vespers, as I was walking through the monastery courtyard, 216 I suddenly felt grabbed by someone behind me and I recognized father’s voice at once, confidentially uttering to me: “My son, I want to ask one thing, if you wish You know brother Antonie over there, on the alley he is facing a great temptation Please, be so kind and go to him and tell him what you have gone through one year ago, around this time of the year It will help him immensely ” Father’s request puzzled me and I wanted to turn towards him in order to ask for some explanations, but he squeezed my arm as a sign that such a thing was not needed and pushed me with a gentle but firm gesture towards the one he had told me about I took two steps, but I turned my head anyway, not being convinced that I had understood what it was all about, but especially because I was surprised by the fact that in that grip I had felt a power much greater than mine, which did not suit father Ghelasie at all I was very surprised to see that father was not standing behind me Not far away from that place, there was a ladder leading to the huts and I told myself that maybe Avva had gone that way, although nobody could have disappeared so suddenly This fact together with the previous request, made me feel oddly Nevertheless, I went to brother Antonie who was pensively walking down the alley before the monastery’s entrance, absently looking at the tall lilies dimly glowing in the semi- obscurity of the evening I knew brother Antonie rather well He was a man that could not be forgotten, once seen He had herculean strength and because of his remarkable physical qualities, he did the most difficult jobs around the monastery He also drove a truck in which he transported both people and materials for the monastery’s necessities As I approached him, he turned his head, looking at me with a strange look I could notice that he had lost a lot 217 of weight and his face had lost the vitality and strength I knew The man seemed ill, not suffering from a bodily illness, but from a spiritual one “How are things going with the monastic life?” I asked him, after talking to him a little “Well, how could it be, it goes ahead and we try to keep up the pace, as much as we can ” he answered and I could sense a bitter nuance in his voice “Brother, forgive my asking, but has something happened to you? You seem very changed ” “You could be a good confessor”, he told me, looking at me with sympathy and sadness “There is something, it is true, it does not come from outside, but from within It is hard to explain ” My mission was getting more and more delicate If I insisted, the man could have imagined I wanted to probe At last, I braced myself and confessed who had sent me and why I had been sent to talk to him “Father Ghelasie?” asked brother Antonie, sincerely astonished “How could he know about my problem, which I had only confessed to my spiritual father? ” Here I am involved in a problem I should have not entered, I spitefully told myself But I had to go on I explained to him that father Ghelasie had been as well- intentioned as he could be, believing I could be of some help “After all, there must be no secrets between Christian brothers”, said Antonie “I am a simple man, without much education and I am not good with words In brief, here it is: a thought has been bothering me for some time now, namely that I am to die soon and I am not ready My spiritual father says that the enemy is tempting me, but some months have passed and that thought is not leaving me alone, although I have confessed and received the Holy Eucharist a few times I even undertook a hard canon to get rid of it 218 One night, before the Mesonyktikon, I dreamed of an old father with a beautiful white beard who told me the following: “Hey, Antonie, you’ll undergo a great challenge, be careful what you do!” Well, ever since then my peace has vanished I cannot sleep, I cannot eat properly, I have turned into a freak After all, may God’s will be, if only I should not suffer this much!” “Father Ghelasie asked me to tell you something that happened to me last year, on my way to the monastery ” I stared, somewhat embarrassed I told him, in detail, about my experience He listened to me silently until I finished, but I was not sure whether he had been piecing together my story and his problem It was almost dark, I could barely see two steps in front of me There were some large butterflies from a species I had not seen before, stopping above the corolla of some lily, introducing a long, thin trunk into it, sucking out the nectar It was a unique spectacle, that large insect standing still in the air, as if defying the laws of nature Brother Antonie had once again sank into his isolation He asked me to forgive him, as some jobs were waiting to be done around the monastery After the evening meal I met father Ghelasie I let him know that I had fulfilled my mission as well as I could, but I could not grasp its meaning “What mission are you talking about, tăticule?”, he asked stopping with a puzzled look I reminded him about his request to talk to brother Antonie His wonder grew and he asked me for details I minutely reported the happening, feeling a little bit made fun of “My son, believe it or not, but after the church service I have spoken to the Reverend Father in the church and I have not moved from there until now You can ask him, if you like!” “Well, but this is impossible It was your voice ” I exclaimed, thunderstruck 219 “Hey, my son, here, in this place, many things happen and we cannot analyze them all”, said Avva, in a meek tone “Do not alarm Just go and rest a little until the Mesonyktikon We shall talk” But that discussion was never continued, because father had been very busy and I only saw him upon my leave, when we said goodbye The next year, coming again to Frăsinei, I was stunned to hear from Avva Ghelasie that brother Antonie had died a few months before, due to a stupid accident, while transporting some people in his truck I feverishly demanded details, but I knew already what I was about to hear The misfortune had happened exactly near the precipice that was making the connection to Olănesti The truck had gotten too close to the precipice’s edge and the land fell down During the fall, the three people escaped by the skin of their teeth, only with a few scratches The only one who had died was Antonie They found him with his head broken, right on that cube shaped boulder, on the bottom of the valley * It was the autumn of 1979, the year I started my employment I had to take over the position of engineer, but I was still postponing it, just like the convict making the best of his last minutes of freedom I felt the intense urge to go on a trip, on a certain road to an unknown destination, as if only in this way I could have kept the independence I cherished so much I loved the mountains, so I decided to take a hike by myself in one of the massifs I had not seen before I entered a book shop where touristic maps could be found and I was about to choose the Făgăraş mountains, when a strange force, alien to me, pointed to a booklet which read the Căpăţânii Mountains It was as if a white bearded old man, behind me, had pointed his finger at it, 220 saying something like: “Here you can find what you are looking for!” I turned around, ready to ask the man behind me what he meant, but to my amazement I could not see anyone Nonetheless, I bought the booklet and I left, a little spiteful, just like when you do something against your nature and intention I did not even know where that massif could be found I considered that choice as the hand of fate and in two days I was ready to go I did not take my tent, because I wanted to be as free as possible The beginning of October was beautiful and no rains had been announced Besides, judging by the map, it would be impossible for me not to find some sheep folds around the area, where I could take shelter, if needed But, just as it usually happens, don’t count your chickens before they are hatched In Călimăneşti the sky was bleak and it was about to rain However, I decided to continue my journey, as I only had a few days left, thus choosing a route which was supposed to bring me to one of the sheep folds I had seen on the map About 11 a m , while walking through the forest, the inevitable happened It began to rain and the rain lasted about one hour After that, the rain got heavy and kept on the whole afternoon According to my estimation, I should have already reached the highland with the sheep folds, but I was still in the forest My clothes were soaking wet and it was quite cold Some other tormenting hours passed by as I was walking through the ceaseless rain, the light was beginning to dim and I still could not find the highland If I did not find shelter in two hours – at the most – I was doomed to sleep in the forest The perspective wasn’t joyful at all, taking into consideration the fact that I had no tent and I could make no fire under those circumstances I gathered my strength and went on, through the dense fog which prevented me 221 from seeing ten steps ahead After about half an hour, I observed with bewilderment that I had reached a place I had been before Only then did fear begin to appear inside me I felt like I was caught in a subtle trap How reckless to start a journey by myself, in a completely unknown region, I kept telling myself I was more and more convinced that a mysterious power had taken me to this place, so that this could happen to me I could already see myself spending the night in the cold, at the foot of a tree, soaking wet and shaking What worried me most was the length of the night I had to face It would have been a rather difficult task, but I was convinced that my yearlong practice of Zen meditation and my martial arts training would help me get through this After all, maybe this was the purpose I had come here for – my subconscious desire to test my physical and spiritual abilities But what if the real challenge was yet to come? It was not hard to encounter a hungry bear or to break a leg or who knew what other dangers were lurking around that endless forest upon which night was about to fall I had been walking for more than ten hours and my wet shoes had caused me some painful sores Because of the tiredness, my mind was functioning with some difficulty But I kept telling myself that in the end, it was all about the mental powers The world’s challenges, the world itself, were nothing but a chain of illusions I kept repeating this thing I had believed in for years, but the direct experience proved me wrong It was like two persons were dwelling inside of me: one of them directly involved in the immediate reality I was experiencing, the other one impassibly and somewhat ironically watching the first one’s predicament The first person prompted me to do everything possible to exit the forest before nightfall; the second one, on the contrary, accusing the first one of cowardice for 222 wanting to avoid the challenge Common reason was telling me that the second one was right, because as I could do nothing to change the situation, at least I should accept it with serenity But how strange! The first person kept asserting that this very acceptance of the challenge in fact meant giving in to the illusion and I had to confess that it was so Which one of them was telling the truth? The first one was weak but sincere; the second one was strong but cunning I was caught up in a double trap, both physical and mental, a trap where nobody had forced me to get into and nobody forbade me to get out of, but myself This state suddenly became unbearable and I felt the need of receiving help It was the first time in my life that I had admitted my defeat and felt humiliated But I could not tell why, because of the inferiority of the weak part or because of the superiority of the cunning part That was the moment when, upon the stormy background of my mental, the name Mary began to sound clear Someone, a third, unknown person, kept repeating to me, to ask Mary to come to my help The indifferent part of me ironically smiled from within – well, I kept telling myself, what a clever game is my mental playing It wants, by all means, to make me feel like a helpless child, calling for his mother at the slightest exterior threat But it, the mental, knew very well the part my grandmother had played in my life, because of all the people I had loved her most She had been more than a mother to me and I had been more than a son to her I only wish I could love my children how my grandmother had loved me! How strange, I thought, my grandmother’s name was Mary but how could she help me now, as she had been dead for 13 years? The interior voice kept repeating insistently: “Mary Mary Call for Mary, only she can help you It is her day today, the day she fulfills all requests ” 223 My grandmother’s day but which of them? The day she was born or the day she died? I was certainly very tired and my mind was playing practical jokes on me But what a strange insistence! What was I to do? Start shouting through the forest, like a madman? And shout for whom? Nonetheless, I obeyed, convinced I was doing a crazy thing, putting my hand around my mouth, I shouted: “Hey, can anybody hear me?” At the same time, I was sure that I could hear some disdainful laughter “Call for Mary, only she can help you, otherwise you’ll never get out of this place!” The voice that uttered these words, sounded so clearly right behind me, that I suddenly turned around, feeling the blood freeze in my veins I thought I was the victim of some forest spirits But suddenly I realized that this was the danger that had been prepared for me, compared to which the rain, the cold, even the lack of shelter or the bears, seemed but minor threats The true masters of the forest were some real, unseen, very malicious beings They were following my every move, waiting, like cursed jackals, for me to collapse, so that they could swoop upon me But what could they do to me, after all? They were but spirits, without a material consistence, I encouraged myself All the fight was, in fact, taking place on a mental dimension But where does the psychical end and the mental begin? Which was the fortress I had to defend? I was not ready to answer such a question There was a challenge that neither Zen meditation, nor martial arts could help me with This fight could only be fought outside of me, by a superior spirit Understanding this in an instant, I overcame all my reserve and I shouted from the depth of my heart, like a helpless child: “Mary, help me!” I repeated the call a couple of times, thinking of my deceased grandmother, fighting an acute feeling of 224 absurdity I could clearly perceive the laughter and the mocking voices echoing me – closer or farther – which accompanied each of my calls “Not your grandmother you should call for, but the Holy Virgin Mary!”, said the voice from behind me My mind refused to understand and I continued calling for my grandmother, till at a certain moment, in the mist before me, I saw, as if in a dream, the shape of a woman dressed in a long, black robe An old and strong feeling invaded my soul because I recognized the one who had raised me “This is all but a dream”, I said to myself, but that feeling I had only felt as a child did not leave me My grandmother, if that was really her, had an absent, other- worldly attitude I think there were some companions with her, one or two, I could not see, but I could guess “Grandmother, is that you? ” I mumbled in a sad voice “You have come such a long way, my son, to meet here ”, she answered and I recognized her voice, although the voice seemed not to come from the one standing in front of me, but from a distance “I am too little, dearest, you are calling for me in vain, I do not have the power to help you You must call for the Holy Mother, today it is her day ” “Show me the path, all I want is to be shown the path!”, I exclaimed, but my grandmother was not talking to me anymore, but seemed to talk to the person behind me He was saying he could not help me, because I did not want to pray for myself Then, my grandmother addressed me with a voice vibrating with love: “Dear, listen to me, like you used to do when you were little and we went to church together and you were faithful You must pray by yourself to our Holy Mother in order to be helped, because it is her day today, the day when all the prayers directed to her are listened to and answered ” 225 Rather prompted by her advice, I obeyed and said loudly: “Holy Virgin Mary, help me!” The two seemed extremely happy and prompted me to repeat the prayer again and again, which I did, without being too convinced that what was happening had any reality outside of myself “I shall wake up from this dream and everything will be normal again”, I told myself, but the wet clothes, the pain in my feet, the burden of the rucksack composed a complex of sensations which would not disappear So this was the reality Which one of them? Was I the prisoner of the forest or the prisoner of my own mind? I was too tired to be able to search for an answer Suddenly the two began to rejoice again and my grandmother was making metanies, just the way she used to do, when I was a child At that moment I noticed that the rain had stopped and the forest became lit It was not so cold and the fog had disappeared Somewhere, from beyond the trees, from what seemed to be an opening, I could hear a pleasant voice, the voice of a young woman, humming a folk song Suddenly all my restlessness disappeared as if by magic, as if I had just woken up from a nightmare I was angry at myself for my weakness and clumsiness which had made me wander around that forest for hours, when I was two steps away from a human settlement – which must have been in that valley “Be blessed, all-merciful Mother”, uttered my grandmother and her voice was mixed with tears “On this day, when all the faithful are praying at your feet, do receive our prayer too and help my son, deliver him from danger, do not let him jeopardize his life, as he is so young!” And the one from behind me whispered full of veneration: “Kneel before the Holy Mother, you sinner, as she has come here for you!” I was listening bewildered, without understanding whom were they talking about, as I could not see anybody Suddenly, without notice, I could perfectly see, only some 226 meters away from me, a feminine person, dressed in a dark brown monastic attire, with a hood Her face, remarkably distinguished, a perfect oval, was framed by the snow-white of the head-dress She seemed to be around 30 years of age What surprised me most at the person in front of me was the perfect purity, almost not human, which poured out of all the details of her appearance My gaze rested, without knowing why, on the leather belt with buckle she wore around her waist Her attitude seemed a little distant I could guess her strong and extremely sensitive character, which could go from an extreme gentleness to an implacable determination I did not understand how she had appeared so suddenly in that place, but she seemed to have come from the opening I had observed before “Who disturbs me from my prayer, on this day when I must be near my brothers?” said Mary and her voice sounded extraordinarily pleasant, like some silver bells That moment, the one behind me spoke, asking for her forgiveness in the most ceremonious and adorned way I had ever heard Then he explained the reason for her being summoned, mixing in his speech all kinds of elegant lauds and epithets, as if he would not have addressed a simple nun but a person of a very high rank The language he used was dominated by very strong archaisms, with origins almost impossible to locate My grandmother joined the other person’s prayers, referring to the wonderful deeds this Mother had done, for which she was so venerated During all this time, she was looking directly to me, inquisitively, and I felt penetrated by that look, up to the very depth of my soul, without being able to hide anywhere Out of pride, I tried to resist, but her power was overwhelming, without losing its gentleness; after a short while I looked down, invaded by a feeling of profound shame and humility 227 “You say he is your son, but that son has died!”, she addressed my grandmother, referring to my uncle which had died one year after her passing away “It is true, all- merciful Mother, but he is like my own son, as I have raised him” answered my grandmother “While you have lived, he has been close to God, but after your death, he has forgotten faith He is disobedient and through his sins he brings offerings to the evil one That is the reason why he has been brought here What use is for the body to survive if the soul is thrown into hell?” Those sentences fell upon me like an implacable judgment, partially confirming what I had already under- stood and making me feel even more scared The person behind me, together with my grandmother did not give up, renewing their prayers even more inten- sively, and the more they prayed, the more humiliated I felt “Get down on your knees and pray, you sinner, because the Holy Mother has come for your sake!” he kept repeating in my ear As I was kneeling down, I stopped spitefully I did not want to kneel before a woman, even if she was a Mother Superior or whatever other monastic rank she might have had And besides, how was I to kneel in all that mud? Although I felt that what was happening was of overwhelming importance to me, I could not get out of that unnatural numbness that came over my body “He is young, Mother, and he has sinned out of the impetuosity of his youth, but he will repent, thus forgive him! I pledge myself for him!”, said my grandmother “No one can pledge one’s soul for another, don’t you know that?”, answered the Mother “You say he will repent, but repentance comes out of a humble heart, and not out of a heart that has been hardened by vainglory!”, and as she was talking she looked at me in a serene and distant way “And I am not the one to forgive and to help, as only my Son can do that But let it be so, because today is the 228 day I do not want to let anyone part with me in shame; I shall ask our Lord and Master to do for him what you have requested, so that he may not wander around the wilderness anymore, but go down the valley to my brothers who are praying there and receive from them the good teaching!” My grandmother and the other person were making metanies, thanking her and telling me to bow down, praising aloud both God and the Holy Mother, but she had already gone, disappearing as suddenly and mysteriously as she had appeared Instead, I heard again the song that had been murmured by the young girl’s voice and I could smell a wonderful scent, of blossomed trees “Fall down on your knees and kiss the tracks of her footsteps, you ungrateful one, because not many mortals have lived a day like this!”, the voice from behind me kept admonishing me and all of a sudden I found myself completely alone, kneeling on the moist earth of the forest covered in little, white flower petals I thought I had been dreaming or I had lost my mind Had it all been an absurd setup? But the opening beyond the trees was still there, as a reality that could not be contested I automatically walked in that direction and after going through a spinney, I stopped, speechless with joy: before me there was a large valley and a country road weaved through it, losing itself in the shadows of the evening I was dumb-stricken I had looked over the map more than ten times, trying to find a way out of the forest and I had not seen any road close to the places I had walked through An explanation would have been the fact that I could have found myself in a completely different place that I had thought, but for that I should have walked a much greater distance than the one I had walked, taking into consideration the ascents and the descents, the rain and my walking in circle 229 Beyond any rationality, I could understand that a wonderful miracle had happened to me and all that I had heard and seen had been real But I still refused to think about the true significance of my experience, because I was filled with a mystic fear For a moment I had the impulse of returning to the forest, in order to see if I recognized the places, but the thought of losing the gift I had been given through such an act of faithlessness made me stop The evening was approaching rapidly and darkness was about to come in less than half an hour So I set out on the road, hoping to reach the first human dwelling place – which could not be far – as soon as possible Somewhere deep inside of me, I still thought that there must be a monastery for nuns close by, because the person or vision who had helped me reach the road in that incompre- hensible way had spoken about a place of prayer The wounds on my feet had worsened and every step I took caused me great pain Darkness had fallen and a cold wind was blowing from the valley, penetrating my soaked clothes up to the bones The moon shone bright above the fir-trees and its cool glow accentuated the sensation of cold I had been walking for a while, when I seemed to hear some distant cries, coming from the forest I had left behind They were like the sounds the shepherds make to call each other, but those sounds seemed to be made without a purpose, like some sort of mockery In such a remote place and at that late hour, I could hardly imagine that a man would make such sounds “My mind is tricking me again”, I thought and decided not to get involved in that game, anymore After all, I was not in the forest anymore, I could not get lost again – all I had to do was to follow the road down the valley At a certain point I could feel someone sneaking behind me 230 I instantaneously stopped and turned around, ready for anything The moon was shining just enough for me to see the road behind me I did not observe anything weird, so I continued my journey, convinced of the fact that it must have been an animal But after less than ten steps I heard some words uttered in a rapid, low voice, coming from some bushes I was passing by This time I realized it was not just an impression – someone was following me I quickly jumped to one side, put my rucksack down and took out a hunting knife – which I always had with me while on the road The blade shone grimly in the moon light “What are you going to do with the knife against the spirits?”, I was asked by an invisible person, whom I recognized with astonishment to be the old man from the book store ”Put it away, lest they should make you cut yourself!” At the same time I could clearly hear a squeaky womanly laughter, which made me freeze “Hey, who is there? Come out!”, I shouted to the bushes where the laughter came from, although I was not being myself at all “Do not make the mistake of talking to them!”, the invisible old man said in an alarmed tone “Pretend you have heard nothing and keep on going! They cannot get close to you, because you are protected from above, but they can tempt you Do not give in!” I listened and went on my way, even though the voices and the mocking laughter were following me the whole time They were uttering all kinds of insults, obscenities, swearwords and threats, but I could not always understand what they were saying, as if they were talking in another language; they got closer and distanced themselves from me, as if they would be flying through the air at a great speed Had it not been for the great fear they provoked me, I would have easily thought they were my own thoughts I could not control because of my exhaustion 231 At a certain moment something absolutely incredible happened: I could clearly hear a whistle – like the one made when blowing through the fingers – and looking into that direction, I saw some flamelets – like the flames of the candle – twinkling through the leafage of a tall beech “See? We are also holding a service!”, I seemed to hear and, as an acknowledgment, some vulgar laughter and giggles followed I think I would have raced out of that place, if I only could The story from inside the forest was repeating itself, but at least now I had the road which would eventually lead me to a human dwelling “Why won’t you pray? Have you not come to your senses?” the old man was scolding me But to me, at that time and place, prayer did not play a very clear part and thus, I neglected his advice Why didn’t he pray, I told myself, he certainly had much more experience than I did and anyway, the reality was one and the same for both of us, what did it matter who was praying All I wanted was to reach shelter among humans as soon as possible Luckily, after a road’s turn I saw a light A real light, as I could observe Less than half an hour later, I was standing before a great gate, lit by an electrical bulb I read on the gate: “The Holy Monastery of Frăsinei” For a couple of moments I stood still, then I made a bow: now I really had the first acknowledgment of the fact that the Mother from the forest had been as real as possible As real as my mind could understand I walked down a sloped stone path and reached another smaller gate I hardly touched the latch, when a human voice from the yard behind the gate, asked me: “Who are you, mă tăticule, and where do you come from at this hour?” This sudden appearance somehow got connected into my mind to what I had experienced earlier on, and made me tense What if it was another trap? The yellow light of a flashlight was covering my face, next lighting my whole 232 body and examining me from head to toe, lingering for a moment on my wet clothes I sighed with relief – I had finally reached people I must have certainly looked suspicious I answered the question to the person in front of me, who seemed to be a monk, and gave him my personal identity paper which he had requested Then, he accompanied me to an annex of the monastery, a house with a large room containing many beds After I changed my wet clothes, I took a better look at the monk who had given me shelter He had a small and youthful face, like a teenager’s, and he was surprisingly slender He kept examining me with curiosity and suspicion, especially after hearing that I had not reached the monastery out of my own will (of course, at first I avoided telling him about the Mother from the forest, so that he would not believe I was a madman) After he learned that I had graduated college and was an engineer, he relaxed “Well, eat something, as you have come a long way and after that go to the church and make a prostration, because today is an important day”, he said It was the celebration of the Protecting Veil of the Holy Mother, celebration that the monastery particularly cherished, but I had heard nothing about until then Suddenly, what the person from the forest had told me about this celebration day when the Holy Virgin did not overlook anyone who needed her help, came to my mind Thus, I had received the second acknowledgment that all I had experienced had been real The monk in front of me was no other than brother Ghelasie, the future hieromonk, who was going to play a very important part in my life – an essential part, I would even say After I got to know him better, I told him all the details of the experience in the forest and my encounter with the Holy Mother, with whose help I managed to get to the monastery He told me I was not the only one who 233 had seen the Holy Mother around those places and he said that she had shown herself a couple of times to some monks, but rather seldom to laymen The Holy Mother liked those surroundings, because the Frăsinei Monastery, just like Mount Athos, was dedicated to her “You have received a great gift from God, my brother”, he assured me “You have been called here by God especially, so that you can begin anew Never forget this experience and tell it to your children and to all your close ones, so that they may all know the power of the Holy Mother’s prayer” I remained at Frăsinei for three days, until the wounds on my feet had healed and I was able to put on the boots which brother Ghelasie had mended with his own hands This was to be the beginning of a long friendship with Father Ghelasie, a friendship which lasted for 24 years I will always feel a brotherly love and friendship for him and I do hope that God will make me find him in the beyond Owing to him, I have discovered the Christian- Orthodox path and he was the one who gave me the most special gifts of the Orthodox teachings Through him I once again got close to God and to faith as I had completely forgotten both after my grandmother’s death Thanks to him I abandoned the engineering profession after 15 years and I became a Religion teacher Because of him and because of the holy Monastery of Frăsinei I was gifted with other extraordinary findings, that have marked my existence in a way that could never be erased Avva Ghelasie had passed away while a follower was reading to him the Akathist of the Protecting Veil of the Holy Mother, upon uttering the words: “Light bearing torch, as they saw you in the sky, the people gathered there called: ‘How can this be, that our Lord’s Mother has come here?’ ” 234 Rest among the blessed ones, Father Ghelasie, and pray for us, the sinners! * One day Avva Ghelasie was talking to a learned layman about the devil’s temptations The discussion had been started by the latter, concerning some real events which had occurred to him throughout his life, during which he had definitely felt the presence and the doings of the evil one Another priest was also taking part in this discussion, and confirming – from everything he had read and experienced himself and from events happened in the monastery and from many other sources – that the devil had a very great power, power no human could resist without God’s help At one point, father Ghelasie said with a slight irony: “Oh my, but I can see that hellion has found some admirers here!” Sensing the allusion, the other one hurriedly answered: “Father, do not think I am praising it, God forbid it! But you are making a mockery of it, when there are so many serious fathers/priests who confess that you cannot play with the evil one Especially if God allows it to mess with some people, God knows why There have been real apparitions, the people have seen it, like I see you! It is said that if you look at it directly, you could die on the spot If you should see it right in front of you, in God knows what terrifying form, then I’d like to see what you’d do!” “What would I do”, said avva Ghealsie, in a trifling and taunting tone “I’d say to it: ‘Go away from here, you, you are deception!’ “ * Avva Ghelasie was speaking one day about obedience and surrendering one’s own will “There are many people who misunderstand the words and all our life to Christ the Lord we shall give, thinking that they must totally abandon 235 themselves This is a very good thing, if understood properly, but it can also be bad You must sacrifice your ego before God, and not your self The self is yours, God has given it to you, not to be given back to Him God does not accept as sacrifice man’s inner image/self People have the tendency to plunge into every sort of schemes and models they create, and then they wonder why they cannot be free God is not a scheme or a model, because you, a mere creature, cannot imitate the Uncreated From this point on, pantheism is just a step away Between us and God there exists a relationship similar to the relation- ship between a father and his sons No father is content to see his sons clinging to his sleeve, incapable of getting along by themselves The father says: ‘Well, my son, I have given you life, now go and live this life well, as I have taught you to do, and do not make me be ashamed of you!’ Neither does the mother remain connected to the child through the umbilical cord, once the child is born And after having breastfed the child, in the end she weans him Try to have no bonds upon you, so that this does not become an obsession, because God is freedom and not imprisonment As is it written: what use is there to replace the iron chain with a golden one? The worst thing is to obsess upon faith, God forbid, and make an idol even out of God!” * A young man who often came to Frăsinei to see father Ghelasie complained that he could not get rid of the sin of depravity He was not married and he did not yet want to start a family, because – he said – he was young and wanted to live his life His relationships with women were honest, as he was not running from one woman to the other; but those relationships lasted as long as they did, and then, after the end of a relationship, because he could not stay alone, he would meet another woman He was 236 not the one who was ending the relationship, but at a certain moment things did not work anymore and the bond ceased to exist “I would like to stay with one woman for all my life, to start a family”, he confessed, “but what if the right person does not come along, what am I to do then? ” In time, father Ghelasie decided to hit the nail on the head, leaving delicacy aside and directly asked the young man: “ Mă tăticule, I have to know something: are you, as they say, a steed, that is, you must you know ” “No father, not at all”, answered the young man without even thinking “I am not one of those men who cannot stay without a woman – no matter how the woman may be, they must have a woman For me, this relationship comes from a more subtle need, which does not start from the body, but from a certain aesthetic emotion, which at a certain point could also be called art, if you may Between myself and a woman I like and with whom I want to be together, things always start from there, from this state of a beautiful sensual which envelops both of us, but I think that it comes from myself towards her ” “Well, my son”, father Ghelasie interrupted, “if you had have said that you were a stud, I would have forgiven you easier, as you are young; but now, after all you’ve told me, with the “artistic” calling and all, it is clear to me that hellion is keeping you in his grip So run, do not stand still, because there’s fire!” * More than ever, nowadays there’s an essential need for “Dialogues” between “Science and Religion”, says Father Ghelasie, advising us not to mistake “Knowledge- Science” for “Gnosticism” (which pretends that the Divine can be comprehended by Knowledge) Knowledge-Science is like the “wax and oil” in which the Mystery Light of the Revelation can be “lit”, without being commingled 237 * Those who passed the threshold of his hut (as he had been “secluded-locked” for three years because of his illness) could see, besides icons, votive candles, epitrachelions, also a place filled with herbs, all kinds of mixtures and even different bugs, which he was careful not to hurt at all * If for some people the Hesychast nourishment is medicine, for the healthy it is a means of preventing some diseases, and for the mystically inclined it is an aid for spiritual growth * I met Father Ghelasie in 1993 It was the first time I had confessed properly I felt that he had entered my being, turning it inside-out For one whole year I could feel a peace and joy I cannot describe This has radically changed my life, leaving me in a state which I have always used as point of reference, ever since * Unfortunately I did not have the opportunity to personally meet Father Ghelasie I learned about him from Florin Caragiu, whom I had only met shortly after Avva’s passing From the book that Florin had generously given me, I discovered a thinker of profound depth and originality and also a person who offers a clear and unequivocal answer to some questions that had been distressing me for some time For many years I had felt the attraction of studying and designing automaton in their extreme version, of computer programs with an immense number of possible states I was fascinated by the complexity and remarkable possibilities of the programs, which far surpass human 238 capacities of calculation From there on, it had only been a step towards my curiosity of seeing how far someone can go on the path of building a machine, a robot which could act like a human – a so-called artificial intelligence (AI) But there was something telling me that man had something extra, that image and that resemblance I suppose I wanted to understand what that meant, what a robot lacked I wanted to meet a theologian with whom I could discuss these things I even looked for books or Christian-Orthodox writers who had tackled the same questions And all of a sudden, after a short while, I discovered two thinkers who had a lot more in common: they were from the Orthodox world, both of them had had a life full of suffering and most importantly they both had similar ideas which, furthermore, had offered me the beginning of the answer to my questions I meant Mihail Bahtin and Father Ghelasie The first one was a Russian philosopher, philologist and literary critic who lived most of his life during the first half of the last century, he suffered from a terrible illness (myelitis), was persecuted during the communist regime, not having the right to write for a period of time (but he had written under several pseudonyms) He is very much appreciated nowadays, maybe more in the USA (where he had been discovered around 30-40 years ago) than in Europe I have accidentally learned about him a couple of years ago from a professor of the University of Simferopol (Crimea) who recommended him in connection with my studies about metaphors I had not given him much importance back then, believing he had not been translated into Romanian, but within the context of a research project I had participated to, in Philadelphia, I could see that he was being quoted with reverence which made me become interested in his writings 239 The second thinker is much less known abroad, he had died recently, and he had also terribly suffered of course, this thinker I refer to is Father Ghelasie Things have happened somewhat similarly with him too: right after the revolution I bought one of his books, which seemed to have a lot to say It was the “Hesychasm, Dialogue in Eternity” Maybe back then, I was not prepared for his language, which was hard to follow so I only leafed through the pages and put the book next to the many other books I intended to read some day I only remembered it when Florin Caragiu told me about him and gave me some books about him But let us move on to the things that bind the two thinkers, in my opinion, more than the events of life At both of them I could find similar ideas regarding language – which had also been one of the preferred subjects of philosophy during the 20th century I came upon this issue on the path I had taken for many years regarding the matter of artificial intelligence Alongside conscience, intuition and creation, language is a defining characteristic of human nature but at the same time, all of these are obstacles on the path of obtaining a human nature surrogate, through technology Structuralism, one of the dominant paradigms of the last century – not only concerning language but also many other domains – asserted the possibility of describing language through fixed structures That’s why, Saussure, the initiator of structuralism, refused to consider the spoken language, as being in a permanent state of change, and favored written language, with its stable character On the other hand, he also maintained the purely arbitrary character of words, seen as signs, as an arbitrary form The structuralist conception is framed under the (neo)positivist direction which has tried to reduce everything to descriptions that are independent from human subjectivity 240 and especially from religious influence Metaphysics and religion are considered by positivists to be stages in the history of mankind, stages towards the ideal where everything is based on science, having mathematics and physics as models A fragment written by Father Ghelasie which made me make an association with my reaction of rejection to some structuralist ideas, is the one in which he states: “God does not Create Structures, but directly the Forms- Wholes (which have the structure-parts by themselves)” (Ghelasie Gh , The Image of Man, The Hesychasm Collection, 2003, p 7) This idea of a whole also appears at other philosophers, supporters of holism An example which is very dear to me is given by Constantin Noica who, in his “Letters about the Logic of Hermes” distinguishes between the “logic of Ares” who dissects, divides and the “logic of Hermes” who permanently keeps/preserves the whole In fact, nowadays structuralism is contradicted by most thinkers, some of them grouped into the post-structuralist and post- modernist currents But Father Ghelasie is not a mere holist or gestaltist He analyses the created forms and observes the fact that they are not manifestations, shadows of the Divine but the Creation is “God’s language The Biblical Revelation is the Mystery of the Dialogue” (ibidem, p 9) The central role of language, of dialogue, places Father Ghelasie alongside Mihail Bahtin, the creator of dialogism, also considered to be a postmodernist prior to Derrida On the other hand, there are many voices which consider that Bahtin’s ideas express very deep Christian-Orthodox theological conceptions – there have even been books written about this subject For example, he says: “where conscience begins, there begins the dialogue” (Bahtin, M , Problems of Dostoievsky’s Poetics, Ed Univers, 1970, p 41) 241 Artificial intelligence can be seen as a climax of positivism It is a domain which tries to develop computer programs that will imitate man through symbolic repre- sentations and formal reasoning carried out upon them One of its main purposes has always been the writing of computer programs that could understand the language spoken by the humans Language is seen as a system of signs, formally descriptive, in a mathematical logic Semantics – the study of the meaning of words and texts – is trying to find a correspondent in the physical or mental world for every word or sentence The purpose of every program of text understanding is to reduce each sentence to a description in an ideal language of “meaning represen- tation” We can say that language in artificial intelligence is seen as a modality of describing meanings, rationales In my opinion, the partial failure of artificial intelligence regarding the processing of language is explained by thinkers like Bahtin or Derrida – who assert that there is nothing outside the text Which, I would add, is nothing else but a materialization of the language, of some Forms- Wholes (as Father Ghelasie says) Along the same lines, I suppose, one can also consider the statement: that “we, erroneously consider ‘Language’ to be a ‘vehicle’ of Thought, since in fact Thought is the ‘vehicle’ of the Language which is Itself Existential” (Ghelasie, Gh , Dialogue in Eternity, publishing house Axis Mundi, 1992, p 134) Moreover, just like Bahtin, Father Ghelasie places dialogue in a central position: “the pure Christian Mystic is a ‘Dialogue’ between God and Creation, not a ‘pantheist monologue’ of ‘absorption’ into one Absolute singular Being ( ) Language is a ‘Dialogical Essence’, whereas Thought is a ‘monological essence’“ ( ) Language means ‘Interlocution’ ( ) Interlocution is not ‘fragmentation into parts of Self ‘, which clearly distinguishes Language from Thought which is ‘parts-levels of self’ “ (ibidem, p 129) 242 Also during my journey inside the world of artificial intelligence a couple of years ago I asked myself the question whether one could talk about a psychology of the robots The answer I have found after many questions is that maybe the main element which differentiates man from robot is conscience For instance, although there have been attempts to create robots endowed with conscience, the results have been completely in-existent (one of these endeavors is taking place at the robotic lab of M I T – Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where there exists a project which aims to create robots with incorporated intelligence as a precursor of the conscience; interestingly, the team of experts also includes a theologian who raises questions about the role of the religious concerns within that context) Father Ghelasie has reserved a surprise for me in this matter, surprisingly answering my questions, since he establishes a connection between conscience and language: “conscience in Itself is Language, not Thought” (ibidem, p 127) or “the essence of Conscience is Language, not Thought” (ibidem, p 128) or: “As much Language Man has, as much Conscience he possesses and furthermore a certain capacity for Reason and Memorial” (idem, The Image of Man, p 12) All the more, he also clearly refers to robots: “they make a very big deal about ‘the language of the Mind’, up to the ‘mechanic-robotic language’ (of the machines and appliances) but we must distinctly and explicitly distinguish the True Language of the Image of Man from the ‘reflections’ of Language (Rationales, sensors, mechanical memories)” (ibidem, p 13) It is very interesting that, in his perspective, Father Ghelasie places Language (as Language, with capital letter) before Thought This is an inversion of the relationship from the artificial intelligence domain, where language is reduced to thought, as an attempt is made to 243 go from language, as a sequence of linguistic signs, to a representation of meaning, of thought Avva even comes with an explanation: “only Language has access to the Being-Onthology, whilst Thought is but ‘outside the Being’ Thought ‘must’ become ‘Language’, otherwise it lacks ‘fulfillment’ Thought without the ‘materi- alization’ of Language remains ‘empty imagination’ “ (idem, Dialogue in Eternity, pp 130-131) These considerations help us understand the difference between man and robot: the key problem is our access to Being-Onthology, which is one of the human capacities, which is not yet clearly understood how it could be simulated on a computer But in order to be accurate, I would like to emphasize the fact that we must not blame the attempts to build machines that could do most of the things we can do Such preoccupations are only a manifes- tation of our characteristic necessity to create However, we must be careful not to fall into the sin of considering ourselves capable of becoming like God If we only aim to create instruments, utensils, extensions of our mind, I believe that we are creating something useful, which could help us benefit from having access – through the web and Google-like programs, which in their turn benefit from artificial intelligence research – to all that is being thought, in order to communicate, in order to form virtual communities all over the globe * I confessed to Avva in 2003, three months before his passing away He was very ill because of our sins which he had taken upon himself, being perfectly aware that we were not able to bear them ourselves and did not even desire to On the way to the monastery, together with some companions, I had been smoking As soon as I entered his hut, Avva said to me: ”Phew, phew, you stink 244 like a skunk, you have smoked”, to which, ashamed, I could only reply “I smoke, Avva” Less than half a year later, one thing was certain, I was able to give up cigarettes without the slightest effort (is this not a gift?) Until then, I could not have done that – a sign that Avva had prayed for me; he did not scold me at all, other than saying: “Leave them, leave them” I could hear his secret prayer for me to God and to the Holy Mother, so that I could be cured of this passion And now, thank God, because it is with God’s help that I have succeeded, through Father’s prayers, I have given up smoking * Father Ghelasie used to say: “Man receives a piece of nature from his parents, but each man must expand this piece, also through a self humanization Man brings God a human gift, which is the very self humanization of the inherited nature, which he has taken over through his person Only after man makes this humanization can he also receive the gift of becoming spiritualized like God, the mystical theosis This is the mystical Prosphoron which must become Christic Body First of all, man assumes nature within his person of filiation and afterwards he offers it to God ( ) Within man, demonism destroys this very mission that man has, namely that of making possible the encounter between nature and the Divine ( ) The fallen man does not perform the humanization of nature, but the naturalization of the human ( ) Mystically, man must firstly humanize nature, returning it as a gift to the Divine, and, after the spiritualization of nature, he must partake in the Eucharistic Feast of the communion with the Body of union between God and creation” * About Father Ghelasie I can say that he was a distinguished recipient of God Born to faithful parents, he 245 had a great love for God and was a true Confessor He had the spiritual gift of foresight “Do not trust anyone, only in God Keep the canon – day and night – and love the poor and your enemies Fast with all your love during the fasting period, preserve your faith, language and nation, because you are Romanians” He ate honey and raw vegetables He was a true ascetic through his severe fasting which he undertook strengthened by God’s power He hated sin, he gave us advice He gave people the Holy Mysteries in Holy Communion and he prayed for everyone May God remember him within His Kingdom Amen * Avva said: – Many people desire to be “Heroes”, Defenders of Faith or even Martyrs We live in the times of all contra- dictions “Step out of” the path of evil, says the Gospel So, all you are asked to do individually is not to intermingle with the evil Today’s defense of faith, martyrdom and heroism is this “non-interference” with evil There is no place to run or to hide You are living with evil by your side, yet do not act like evil, but silently, even wounded by evil, do not start a war, and you will be able to “live” as long “as it is given to you” Blessed are the ones who can “suffer” the evil’s arrows without commingling with the evil * Father Ghelasie would say: – Illness is an occasion for Purification and transfor- mation for Eternal Life – where each of us must go However, do not accept illness to “destroy” your Memories of Life Blessed are you illness, when you carry the Cross of Resurrection! 246 * Concerning the ritual of the iconic gesture, father Ghelasie used to emphasize: – The Ritual of the Iconic Gesture, as a Characteristic of the Hermit Neofit (Saint Neofit the Hermit, the Icon Bearer) is exactly the Regaining of the Image of Personality Prostrate daily to the Icon of the Holy Mother As a specific of the Hermit Neofit, do not make Mental Prayer, but first enter the Iconic Spirit, on your Knees and with Prostration Be patient until you receive the Spirit of the Icon that Neofit the Hermit talks about The Spirit of the Icon is Bestowed The Gesture of Prostration and of Metany, as well as the prayer “Our Father” must become something natural to you It is neither Mediation nor Concentration of the Mind Practice of the Iconic Gesture even if you do it mechanically Do not become disappointed that you are doing it with coldness and even grudgingly, as it is important to Practice it daily But beware not to fall into “instrumentalism”, do not consider that the Mystic itself lies within the Repetition of the Prayer, or the performing of the Iconic Gesture Neofit the Hermit and Saint John Climacus do not directly start with the “Lord Jesus” Prayer, but with the Akathist to the Mother of God Neofit the Hermit begins with the Ritual of the Akathist, like an “entrance” into the Mystical Sacredness The Holy Mother is the Door towards Christ The beginner should first do the Ritual of the Icon and only afterwards should move on to the Prayer The Sacred Gesture must constitute the Prayer of the beginners Some people wonder “where do repentance and the Virtues” lie within this Iconic modality? The Prostration 247 Gesture is already an image of repentance-contrition, it is already a Virtue, even more so, it is a starting ground for these Practice the Gesture of incessant Prostration – as this is also the Image of the Prayer My son, make the continuous Prayer of the Iconic Ritual, permanently having before your Conscience the Presence of the Icon – in front of which you should stand with metany and prostration My old-man Avva used to ask me: “can you see with every step you take the Icon of the Embodiment of Christ?” I could not lie to him and he would always give me the “punishment-canon” to make additional metanies and prostrations before the Holy Mother’s Icon He would often ask me to make the Akathist three times a day “Until you see the whole World as an Icon, do not dare enter the Mystery Church of Hesychia” In time, he mostly made me make Prostrations and Metanies Frequently, I was quite tired because of the usual chores, but he would not give me a break “The young man and the beginner must strive above their nature, otherwise they will not progress” A very frail follower of the Hermit Neofit used to say: “if I do not make the canon of metanies and prostration for one day, I am dead in Spirit that whole day” Neofit the Hermit used to tell his followers that they can also use the Invocations of some Prayer-Words, but only on condition that they were accompanied by the Iconic Gesture of Prostration “The singular invocations” produce an “apparent calming” in most people and some “bodily functions which otherwise function in excess or in annihilation” The singular invocations are self-suggestible and trigger other “hidden harmful self-suggestions” Sin is the greatest “pathological self-suggestion” The Hermit Neofit has a “mystical fear” of the whole mental complex where the “self-suggestions” are Hence, his Gesture- Person Mystic, where the Mental itself makes a Prostration 248 Gesture, is the very escape from “self-suggestions” The so-called “concentrations” through the Mental are rejected by Neofit the Hermit The Focusing-Centering on the Form-Image-Person is considered by Neofit to be the only non-destructive Integralization Thus, my son, to me Neofit is the most suitable example for these times, when most people are “mentally frail and afflicted by psychopathy” due to the “hyper- energism of their sins” We, bearing the load of our sins, have very many Psychological-Physical pathologies and abnormalities This complex of passions is very large and we do not have the capacities to fight them We must use some means of stopping and of becoming able to step away from the rush, from the storm, from their destructiveness Stop! Stop! Stop all the negativity! The hands have a Mystery of their own Through hands you can neutralize the negativity and at the same time you can transmit that negativity That’s why you should never make harmful and negative gestures with your Hands Make a Prostration Gesture Neutralize all the evil with a Prostration Gesture The sin we live in is our own hell and we do not have a place to rest We stand within the hell of our own sins, but with the assiduity that within this hell of our own sins we can lit a sparklet of Heaven and thus be able to escape hell We do not actually perform the exit/escape, but we work the Transformation, until hell itself casts us out We do not escape, hell casts us out The fight with spiritual and bodily passions is not that simple That’s why the Iconic Practice excludes the Mental and Sentimental fight But we give it the sense-vector of Prostration, and through Prostration we free it from its Own tensions, in order to find Peace and resolution 249 In our search for Spiritual Life we have tried this modality of Stopping any fight/contradiction/war As a Confessor/Spiritual Father I have tried to make many people Stop this war of contradiction, which is our permanent hell, a constant action of the sin within ourselves That’s why, the person who has committed an evil deed must first and foremost not allow the bitterness, the poison, because they cause the greatest destruction of their Spiritual Strength Leave it all at the Confession chair Leave it all under the Epitrachelion of your Spiritual Father With the passing of time, the poison begins to lose its destructive power This is the reason why some of the Holy Fathers say that when a person commits a great sin, he should not think too much about the consequences or about his deed, for a while Stop everything on the spot, let things clear out, let three days pass – as the Holy Fathers advise – and after the three days have passed, assess the situation in cool detachment Concerning Spiritual Life, I have learned out of my little and unworthy experience that this Stopping of the fight, this three-day Stopping of the poison of the fight can bring that awakening of the Spiritual Conscience Some people are inclined to do a sort of Psychoanalysis, to enter a kind of complex of detailing, of dissecting even more the fall into antagonism, the effect of the poison, mistakenly thinking that these detailed evaluations could bring relief I myself consider Psychoanalysis – as one of the Spiritual Fathers (Avva Arsenie Boca) said – to be a modality of poisoning yourself even further, in a masked and subtle way 250 Forgiveness is the Secret of Stopping the fight You must not accept the stupidity, but the Awakening The Awakening only occurs under the Epitrachelion and during the Confession to the Spiritual Father, at the same time searching for the Spiritual Teaching-Advice while gathering (the nectar) like a Bee, from Flower to Flower, until you find the Spiritual Honey Father Cleopa used to say: nowadays you cannot find in one and the same person both a Confessor Spiritual Father and an Adviser Spiritual Father First of all, we need the Confessor Spiritual Father, before whom we Stop and place at his Feet and under his Epitrachelion our fight and the devilish stink of our sins And the Adviser Spiritual Father cannot be directly found, as he must be found by you in the very advice given by some Spiritual Fathers and Priests, and according to your own pursuits Many people are foolishly proud and naive – they are just like cattle, not knowing anything Spiritual, nor ever having fought or lived Spiritually – but they have this proud ambition to know and to live a great Spiritual Feeling-Experience, as if the Spiritual Feeling-Experience were a mere technique – you begin twisting and turning it and you get it You can buy it from the store, somebody tells you about it, you receive it like an instrument-tool and all you have to do is to eat it as if it were a medicine and await its effect It is not like that No one should become conceited or stick his nose into the Holy Beyond No one should think about the Moon, if he cannot jump over the fence Only a persistent Practice truly bears fruit Don’t ask from the Follower to Pray too much, instead make him move a lot, occupied with different kinds of physical work Stop the Follower from the “extremism” of the abundant Prayer in the beginning, because this will 251 “inflame” too much the “demonization from within” as well as his passions Instead, he should make many metanies and prostrations Some Spiritual Fathers commit the mistake of “over- whelming” the Followers with so-called “Spiritualization gifts” which do more harm than good and which can no longer “create” in them a true image of Followers The Child cannot become a Man all of a sudden, before Growing Up The Follower must Grow Up During the first Stage, the Follower must strictly experience the “Fire of the Law”, without any other addition The Spiritual Father is the Holy Law which neither he nor the Follower can break Whoever does not accept the Law to the fullest, cannot ever become a true Follower The Resurrection within Grace from the second Stage is the “Opening-Revelation of the Law through Grace” whereby the Law-Spiritual Threshold is transfigured, is Opened Up like a Secret Door towards the World Beyond The third Stage is the highest one – of the true Follower – when the Grace of the Law is attained out of the Love as Son and as Father There are Followers who have a Transient curiosity; or some who give up when they encounter hardships; some fluctuate between giving up and returning; and there are less or almost no Ardent Followers who stop at nothing and incessantly search for the “Spiritual Discovery” This Spiritual Discovery cannot be given/offered by a Spiritual Father – no matter how spiritualized he may be; it must be earned directly and Personally And in this way, you’ll also be a Follower of the Spiritual Mystery It is advisable for everyone to have a Spiritual Father and not to easily switch from one Spiritual Father to another; however, our Orthodox Tradition allows a 252 follower to go to other Spiritual Fathers, if his Spiritual Father does not shape and grow him Creating some sort of idolatry of the Spiritual Father is also not allowed by the Orthodox Mystic The Christian Orthodox Practice is greatly based on the Mystery of Confession, of Repentance, it is the Mystery of Pausing before the Eucharistic Altar, of Fasting, and then of Entering and Receiving through the Holy Eucharist The Mystical Christian Repentance must first of all be Prostration The tendency-fashion of giving the Holy Eucharist no matter how, without the Christian Repentance, without the Giving Up of the sin, represents the stealing and derision of the Godly Mystery The Orthodox Church Canons of the Holy Fathers must not be considered mere formalities Each Spiritual Father and Priest can be the Mystery Oikonomist of the Eucharist to the Faithful, but he cannot be the destroyer and defiler of the Eucharist The Oikonomist is the one who gives to each and everyone according to their needs and worthiness * I would knock at my cousin’s hut door and I would be received with love and asked if I was sweaty – in order to be given clothes – if I was hungry and what news I had from home Slowly, apart from the passions, attending church services, alongside the night confessions, my life began to be closer to God Each time Gheorghiţă would give me books, little icons, advice and so I have even created a prayer corner in my own home I am grateful to the kind Gheorghiţă, for many things I can say that all this time he has not been a cousin but an older brother to whom I have opened up my soul I am 253 certain that meeting him has brought me closer to the Heavenly Father Although thin as constitution, he was a man of the right sort of fabric, a great patriot, a lover of nature He did not quite like to talk about himself and his askesis; when he had a spare moment we went and picked medicinal herbs, he dried mushrooms and passionately cared for the busy bees from the monastery’s apiary – placed right under Saint Calinic’s pear-tree I used to help him arrange the fire-wood and the books He always told me that if I were to find a little mouse in the bookcase, I should not kill it I shouldn’t even destroy a spider web, I should even mind the plants that were in my way In the hut, apart from the many books he had, he kept two photographs of Mr Petrică from Şerbăneşti, the one who first brought him to Frăsinei and a photograph of his old- man Avva from the Râmeţ Gorge “Măi, tăticule”, “frăţia ta” – were the expressions he would address me by during our discussions; and in order to make me feel better when I had to do a chore, he offered me honey, forest blue berries, a lot of fruit and even a piece of sweet green cheese with polenta When I was set to leave for home, I received supplies for the road In almost thirty years since I came to the monastery, I’ve never seen him eat a meal at the refectory; all he ate was prepared in his hut; he would mix in a bowl some grains, leaves, potatoes, chestnuts and many fruit, mushrooms, onion and monastic sun-baked bread * One of his followers was suffering from gastritis and had great stomach aches He went twice to the hospital and returned from there with great pains He took medication, but without any effect He went to see Avva Ghelasie The follower complained that the medicine could not help him any more and he did not know what to do Avva told him to give up the medication, and the 254 follower asked him what was he to do Avva simply replied: “Go and eat beans with cucumbers”, but the follower said that this would be his utter death Avva added: “Do what I have told you” Obeying him, the follower ate what was not normally recommended for him and surprisingly, the pain went away and nothing happened to him Thus, it can be seen that God forgives and heals through the power of the prayer * A follower had pneumonia He coughed so badly that during the night he disturbed the other father he was sharing the room with His cough had become extremely disturbing He decided to go to the hospital and he asked for the Reverend Father’s blessing According to the doctors, he needed to stay three weeks in the hospital to make a full recovery, but the follower had only been allowed a two-week leave from the monastery So he went to the hospital, he underwent the treatment and after two weeks he returned to the monastery He was still coughing As his cough would not go away, he went to the Reverend Father to ask again for his blessing to return to the hospital The Reverend Father gave him his blessing and the follower also went to Avva Ghelasie to receive Avva’s blessing as well But Avva told him: “Look, if you want to go into town I’ll give you some money and my blessing to wander around But you really should not go to the hospital” But the follower had his mind set on going to the hospital The next day he did his chores, as he was to leave after lunch Yet, after thinking the matter over for quite some time, at a certain point he gave up the idea of going to the hospital Twenty minutes after he took this decision, his cough disappeared 255 * Somebody who had fallen into sin and came the next day to the monastery was surprised to hear Avva say: “Be careful, last night I saw the devil grinning from your shoulder” * A postman from the Oltenia region, who also concerned himself with gardening, became ill and suffered from a very serious stomach disease – in its last stage He not only had continuous bleeding and he should have been operated on, but while going to a very good doctor from Bucharest, he received the news that not even surgery could help him – because surgery could even aggravate his medical condition As a last resort for this desperate situation, he turned to the Church He came to the Monastery in order to leave some diptychs and he met Father Ghelasie – back then, known as brother Gheorghiţă Avva spoke to him gently He told the man what to eat and how to do it Following the spiritual advice and the treatment Avva had told him about, he slowly recovered and was back on his feet Nowadays, he can eat anything without having any problems * A few words about the importance of obeying Father Ghelasie At the beginning of his spiritual life, man has a cunning thinking, like a sort of mask of the passionate habit which has become his second nature – where good and evil intermingle The Spiritual Father’s harshness and the strict obedience help the follower grow out of this self- conceit If the follower is treated from the very beginning as a spiritualized person, he will never get to distinguish between good and evil This mixed, passionate feeling strengthens within him, despite the fact that the follower is trying to lead a spiritual life, because in fact he has not 256 given up his own (sin loving) will, he has not cleansed and emptied his guestroom in order to welcome God Furthermore, the harshness of his Spiritual Father, the harshness of the spiritual Law teach the follower to be harsh with himself, with his passionate thoughts, thus learning how not to mind thoughts of passion, not to indulge them, but to nip them in the bud He should get rid of the old man, giving up the mask of sin which hides his true Image Obedience and cutting one’s will forms the follower up to the measure where he can discern God’s will from the sinful impassioned movements and dispo- sitions of his own heart Thus, the will of the follower who has his conscience troubled by the passionate movement/ disposition of his mind – will be inclined towards pleasure and run away from pain And so, he will detach himself from God’s will, which will remain hidden from him Spiritual obedience safeguards man against the catastrophe of this weakening and blindness of the soul * One time, a man from the Alba county came to the Monastery, looking for Father Ghelasie Avva had already passed away and upon receiving the news of Avva’s death, the man froze in silence That person had gained great confidence in Avva’s advice and had been greatly helped by Avva Ghelasie So it happened that one time Avva let him know, in order to prepare him for the challenge that was to come upon him and which Avva was able to foresee, that his son was going to die Avva had told this twice to the man, the first time six months before it was to happen and the second time with two months before the event During that time when Father Ghelasie told him about what was to come, the man’s boy was healthy, and the man was shocked in the beginning, but things had turned out to be as Avva foresaw This man had also been cured from an illness through Avva’s 257 advice and prayers, and he had had the chance to experience and witness for himself Father’s gift of foreseeing, because Avva had told him many other things that were going to happen to him Now he needed again Father’s advice in order to help him make some important choices, and he painfully felt the absence of Avva’s precious help, without which everything seemed much harder * It happened one time, in a rather indirect and supernatural way, that Avva cast away the despair from my soul in only one single day Only with his words Caught up in the dizzying carousel we all live in, at a certain point I was one step away from the terrifying and dark desperation (I was thinking about the despair of Adam from John Milton’s Paradise Lost) Just hearing some of Father’s words from a short video, my thoughts had enlightened I’ve heard that Avva was an extraordinary surgeon of souls It is all the more wonderful that, through the spiritual thread that had been woven, he was able to bring comfort even after his death Furthermore, some serious health issues made me follow father’s advice regarding nutrition And indeed, it is extraordinary how his recipes work I wish the volume The Hesychast Medicine could become a reference book for many people * What did Avva cultivate within us? The belief that theology meant living with all one’s being That theology must be lived, as it needed gesture, act and the involvement of all that we are, not just bits and pieces of us, all this within the dynamics which Avva called “the gesture of prostration”, that which made a great difference between a horizontal human construction and man’s endeavor upon the vertical coordinate offered to man by 258 the godly grace He advised a continuous liturgising, he insisted that we incessantly place before God and offer Him all the things that came our way He cultivated in us the impulse towards the gesture of blessing and sancti- fication of everything that we experienced and felt, through a continuous offering all of these to God * First I came to know Father Ghelasie Gheorghe through the pages of a book that had come to my hands at a moment of crossroads in my life I refer to the book The Hesychast Medicine Inside it, among some ideas and principles that I could somehow relate with my notional universe that had been built up during school (so questionable from the theological point of view) and also considering the “spiritual” literature available after the revolution, I could feel the freshness of his words coming towards me like a breath of clear crisp mountain air Within me, I could sense the sap that would operate in me, opening my being towards the One who would become the center of my existence, Christ I subsequently found face to face the father, as a man who invested himself in life and in authentically living I instinctively let myself be carried away by the flow of that theological savoir-vivre he cultivated, starting with his own followers His writing activity was nothing but his “extension” towards us, his spiritual sons The seeds that he had been sowing in the fertile blowing of the wind from Above summoned and gathered us all around him for “clarifying” Imperceptibly, we entered into the atmosphere of someone who lived/experienced Christ with simplicity, but with so much faith To our doubts and hesitations he peacefully couteracted with the monolith strength of the man who structures himself by living/ experiencing God For Avva, the number one movement 259 was “to be” Knowing or speaking came next, as consequences of his way of life A father (priest) shines and irradiates through the force of persuasion, to the extent in which he lives what he preaches/says Avva lived all this wisdom, and living it he spoke and wrote He seemed to know so many things, and he had been closely studying so many, that in my mind I had the sensation that I was standing before a mountain with unreachable heights For that reason I tried at least to cover some paths from the valley, but which also opened for the future the possibility of theological growth Without any bit of arrogance or claim of erudition, father shared his knowledge, his living, his life, his experience seeing the inner torments I often had inside me while coming to the monastery and looking for him; father would help me heal, by dispelling the tension and drama, simplifying it all and giving me confidence Having now my own theology degree, I realize the extent to which I needed father’s presence: his way of sharing the search and the experience had nothing to do with the pretentious way in which theological knowledge is often delivered to us: like a kind of science where all things are already sorted out and explained/cleared You would interact with father the same way you would meet a researcher He invited you to taste together with him, the depths and emphasis that helped you on your path, as were coming from someone who understood how to guide you, being aware of and understanding your own reality our discussions never decreased the thrill of the mystery I felt while recalling the theological realities; on the contrary, the broadening of one’s horizons came together with the feeling of profoundness and of an inexhaustible mystery All this happened as a communion he had with us from what he had been studying in the liturgical laboratory in the meantime 260 * Father’s courage, which enlivened an invitation to dialogue initiated from a position very different from someone who sheltered himself from any open discussion concerning the realities of faith, carried him towards meeting those particularly those people who searched for the mystics in all its forms of expression For such people, father represented a true dialogue partner: he showed them the shortcomings of the diverse paths, in a calm, caring, understanding voice, in an apologetic endeavor worthy of the sacrificial testimony of he martyrdom of the first centuries during which Christianity had definitely not been lived triumphantly, but often martyrically He proposed “openings” which started exactly from under- standing the individual coordinates of the interlocutor, inviting him, through the flavour of personal self- discovery, towards the “deeper” dimension of the Christian mystic “We do not invent a different Language”, declared Avva to all those who might have accused him of an ambition for the theological undiscovered at the level of expression, instead “we are attempting a > with the general Language of both Philosophy and any other unchristian mystics We, people of today, cannot remain to a >, we must become >, whether we like it or not In other words, the Christian has the freedom of problematizations, but these have to be contextualized in order to succeed to give the right testimony for today’s world Searching for guiding marks, for the answers, requires a convulsion, a research dimension, a laboratory activity which comes out to meet today’s man, a gesture offered within his understanding coordinates, in his own “language” which is, more often than not, estranged from the liturgical and sacramental language This “translation” work is confirmed by Avva, as being a necessity of our times 261 * The hesychast mystic, affirmed by Avva as the “Logic of the Christic Language”, as the Logic of the Logos Language Embodied within creation, is accessible to anyone who is looking for Christ with inner prostration and with gesture of inner abatement and settling from all sorts of dissipation That’s why Father invited all the people who were searching for the mystic to discover the Christian specific In this context, Father used to talk about living the “iconic”, which represented in Avva’s theology the entrance into living the mystery of the icon through all that we are and do, all that we breathe and live An Image of God, man pulls himself out of the shameful caricature of distorting the godly image within himself, thus discovering the nobility of living in conformity with the One who places his godly imprint upon our being from its very creation * I consider myself happy to have visited a couple of years ago, together with other three priests, the Monastery of Frăsinei Although the visit was very short, nonetheless, it has been unforgettable – because the Mystery of Monasticism lies so strongly in the center of it, existing at the same time in a very natural way We feel deeply connected to Frăsinei and we always pray for the fathers and for the monastery Blessed is the people who has such a place! Father Ghelasie’s writings which you have sent to me reflect, in a wonderful way, a very authentic monastic spirituality What he poetically describes fully corresponds to the Holy living Traditional Teaching as I myself have learned it from the great fathers from the Holy Mount of Athos and as we are passing it over in our turn, inside our little monastery (Archimandrite Johannes and the rest of 262 the fathers, The Monastery of the Holy Trinity, Buchhagen, Germany) * As I was telling Father Ghelasie about everything, and, at a certain point I remarked: “Father, it has been well said that he who enters this Monastery cannot part with it” “So it is, măi tataie”, answered Father (who knew I was coming here to Saint Calinic, my Friend, as I called him) “Yes, whoever said this was right, because where you dwell (the Monastery of Cernica, n n ) rest Saint Calinic’s relics, but here lies his spirit” * “Father, I do not know what to do: I am upset because I am too idle to pray, and my heart is screaming inside of me because of that”, I told him one time “Băi tataie”, answered Father Ghelasie, “It is alright, what do you want to pray all the time? You must know that everybody has downfalls I have them, too But you must be patient” “Well, Father”, I burst, “I have these downfalls several times a day and I cannot recover for a whole day” “Well, that’s alright You may have a downfall that may last for whole weeks or months” “If this happens, it means I am finished!” “This is what you think! Take it easy” “Father, how should I pray?” “Whenever you are praying in your mind you should also say the payer moving your lips, so that you don’t do it only in your mind And when you read the akathist, you should not read it with intonation and slowly, but read it quickly and without intonation” “Why should I read it quickly?” “So as not to fall asleep” “Yes, but I do not understand” “You do understand” Father Ilarion (Argatu) told me the exact same thing: “read it quickly and without intonation, do not read it like at the theater” 263 * One time, I asked him about my wife: “What am I to do with my wife, she falls asleep while praying and I scold her!” Father told me then: “Leave her alone, this is good Do not scold her anymore Leave her alone, stop at once!” * One time, I made some plans for the monastery huts, but the Reverend Father did not agree and told me to re- do them I was overwhelmed by a great discouragement And then came Father Ghelasie I told him: “I am very upset, dear Father The Reverend Father tells me I am not to doing things as I have shown him” “Well, brother, do you want to be alright? Do you want him to wish you to come here? Do not argue, do not contradict him, say ‘yes’ and do what he says” “Father, I cannot do this, because it won’t work I want to do things properly” – and I burst into tears “Do you know how we, the monks, are like, brother? We want to plant the onion with its leaves into the earth and we want it to sprout, too Wait a minute, calm down Come on, bă tataie, stop it, stop crying” After a while, the project was carried out I was talking to the Reverend Father, walking by his side on the alley, as all the unrest had disappeared Father Ghelasie told me then: “You see, tataie, now he does not say anything to you, does he? You must do as he says, because look, you are calm now” Whenever I had problems and I had to talk to the Reverend Father, I went to Avva and told him: “Father, what shall we do?” “Sit there, peacefully, I shall go and talk to him” After a while, I asked him: “What did he say, Avva?” and he would answer briefly: “You just sit tight” * I used to have at Father Ghelasie’s a big cardboard with my diptycs Now and then I asked him to give it to 264 me, in order to add some more names One day I told him: “Father, please give me the cardboard” “What do you want to do with it?” “I want to write down some names, so that you would pray for some other friends too” “Well, măi tataie, you are praying for them, but do they pray? If only you are praying and they do not pray, it’s useless to ask me to pray They must pray, too They should not pray for you, but they should pray at least for themselves!” * “Dear Avva, please tell me what to do, because I get terrified” “Why are you terrified, măi tataie?” “Do you know why? Because whenever I have something on my mind, I get some thought, I do not even have the time to finish that thought that I make some connections and there I have the realization I get terrified, how can this happen? Some other times, at the church below or at Stănişoara, I burst into tears” “Listen, măi tataie, do not wonder so much because you do not know where this comes from, from God or from the devil Keep it for yourself and do not tell anyone and do not ask people around” * In the church, during the nightly service, I could see the monks either kneeling or standing up at the kliros with their eyes closed, swinging back and forth, and I wondered how they did not lose their balance They seemed to be sleeping One time, I went to Father Ghelasie and asked him: “Dear Avva, do you not know what is happening? Is it not disturbing, because there is a church service going on?!” “This is the time of the best state, when they get in contact with the Holy Spirit”, answered Avva 265 * I had retinal detachment in both my eyes I went to a Professor Dr General Olteanu, who, after consulting me, told me that my right eye would “last” six months, and my left eye, a year and a half, at most He gave me a prescription with some medicine I had to buy from abroad “I cannot get these, doctor, I cannot ask anyone to bring them from abroad” “I shall give you the prescription and you shall try to procure them” After the doctor told me about my imminent blindness and because I could not get hold of the medicine from the prescription, I went to Frăsinei and talked to Father Ghelasie “Do you know what to do?”, he told me “Every night, place a glass of water from Saint Calinic’s Spring over your eyes, keep it like this and blink” Because of the illness, when I covered one eye with my hand, I could only partially see with the other eye With Father Ghelasie’s treatment, I slowly began to see, so that after a while I was cured After 4-5 years I went to a checkup As the Professor approached, accompanied by a group of students, he saw me: “How are you, Mr Engineer? How are things going?” He looked at me and put me at the apparatus and turned towards the others: “Did you see? You must know what medicine to prescribe to the patient” I said nothing at the moment and the students from the group started talking between themselves Then, I dared to say: “Professor, actually I did not take any medicine, I have told you from the very beginning that I had no possibility to get hold of the medicine” “But how can this be, as your eyes are healed! How can this be?” “Do you know how they healed? With water from Saint Calinic’s spring” “Oh, come on!”, the doctor could only say “Yes, Professor” Sometimes, during that period, in the evening, on my way to Saint Calinic’s spring, I would meet father Ghelasie, at his “barrel” “How are you?” he’d ask me 266 “I am going to my Friend (Saint Calinic)” “Put the water on your eyes” Avva would tell me, strengthening me faithfully to seek the cure from Saint Calinic, the protector of the Holy Monastery of Frăsinei * One time when I was at Frăsinei, I decided to go to the Pătrunsa Skete All of a sudden Father Ghelasie appeared and told me: “What are you doing, are you leaving somewhere? Are you going home?” “I want to go to Pătrunsa” “Listen, tataie, do you know how to get to Pătrunsa? Look, this way and this way”, and he showed it to me, pointing with his hand the direction over the hill “I cannot do it this way, Father, I cannot just go across the mountain like that” Father insisted: “Go around there, because in this way you’ll see the beauty of the garden where all those who pass to God shall arrive” And this is how I went for the first time across the mountain, from Frăsinei to Pătrunsa; a path I took for two more times after that Indeed, the surroundings were of a rare, heaven-like beauty, with the tall grass up to the waist and flowers of all colors * Father Ghelasie had served in the guesthouse (Archondariki) as obedience for a period Whenever I arrived at Frăsinei, he would tell me: “Well, tataie, have you arrived? Come on, give brother Alexander some food”, he would say to one of his followers, “put some food on his plate, as he is going to attend the service presently” I would start asking him questions, talking, but he would tell me: “Come, do not speak, eat, so that you can go (to the service)” When I confessed to him, the confession was a dialogue, we talked about absolutely everything He was a very open confessor, with whom I could talk absolutely anything and we enjoyed the fact 267 that we talked a lot about culture One time, he told me: “You know what?” and he looked at me “Be careful, you’ll have an illness down there, because of the state of agitation you are in” (indeed, I had a prostate illness) And he added: “You know what? Listen to me and you’ll get better Tell them to pick you two bags of nettles, dry the nettles and eat them with bread and you’ll be cured” “How could I eat nettles?”, I asked him “Eat them, because they’ll clean your blood”, he answered For my confession, he would always leave me last, because we talked a lot “What should you eat to be healthy? Nothing boiled, only seeds and raw produce”, he told me once * The key words of any text signed by father Ghelasie are “image and icon” It is rather less likely that father was aware that in Greek eikonizo means not only “to paint icons” as this verb is derived from the word eikon “icon”, but it also means “to describe”, to chisel icons out of words, out of the fabric of language In this sense, father Ghelasie has been a creator of icons, a sculptor, an artist of the spiritual icon through kindness, simplicity, joyfulness Even father Ghelasie’s name comes from the Greek word gelos meaning “laughter, joyfulness”, and “Gheorghe” comes from ge-orgos “worker of the earth”, having at its origins a prostration ritual, a priesthood rite, just like his name of “Pop-escu” – i e “of the priest” as the Moldavians say or the “priest’s son” as it really was the case Very few people know that Avva’s full name was Ghelasie Gheorghe Popescu which would mean: joyful worker of the earthly nature as priest (Monk Iona, the Holy Monastery of Oaşa) * This is where father Ghelasie must be looked for: among the fool or among the wise He himself confessed 268 that: “Some say I am mad, and I ask them to tell me where I am mistaken” People who truly have something to say are – first of all – tormented by the fear of betraying the truth, the purity of the thought, the godly inspiration They know what great responsibility they bear before God and eternity Only afterwards do they think – if at all – about the adjustment of the words to the common rules in order to be understood by the many Avva does not seem to be one of those who have asked that question His discourse implies a selection among readers The many, such as I am, have rejected from the very beginning the effort of cracking this linguistic code, which – like a hard shell – hides the sweet core The few, the elect, have not lost themselves in the difficulties of the ascent and have tried, by the sweat of their brow, to reap the fruits of a distinctive hermeneutical endeavor Father’s language does not address those who are fixed upon the common forms; he blows up the commonplaces of thought, he re- constructs the mind and the soul according to some architecture of mystery, according to image and icon The inner de-construction and re-construction belongs to a alchemy of mystery, which is not within everyone’s range of comprehension: “Whosoever will come after Me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow Me”, or “He that loves his soul, will lose it ”, or “He who loves father or mother more than Me, is not worthy of Me” These are but a few examples of a paradoxical language which belongs to an unusual paradigm and addresses only those who have ears to hear and eyes to see For father Ghelasie language is a test you have to pass like an exam It makes you think; it does not de-mystify, but en-cyphers, it does not un-fold, but en-wraps, it impels you to effort and if you are idle, you remain off the road Whoever does not have enough faith, is left with mere logic Faith has its own logic, whilst logic can function without any faith Whoever searches for the truth 269 will not let himself intimidated either by capital letters, or by underlining or by the unusual graphy, but will let himself be modeled by the language Avva’s discourse does not address the persons that we are – people who love rigid, predictable language, comfortable cliches – but addresses the persons we might become, created to the measure of the ideal man, it addresses the man who has been renewed through water and spirit, it addresses the heavenly man, not the earthly one (Monk Iona, The Holy Monastery of Oaşa) * Father was a slender man and his words were freed from the bodily concern Well, you’ll say, then why did he lay so much emphasis on nourishment? It is simple, because nourishment does not belong to the bodily either, as people normally think “The devil walks like a lion, looking for the ones to be swallowed” God Himself allows to be eaten as Eucharist The mother “eats up” her child out of love, and the one who hates could tear his enemy to pieces Each of us, when we love or hate, eat one another You can taste and you can devour, you can take communion or you can rip and tear Even the days of man can be “consumed”31 Whoever thinks that all these things are connected to the actual food is wrong “Eating/ consuming” is a spiritual act, according to Avva’s vision All these words describe attitudes of the soul And accordingly, we must understand the interest given to nourishment as having a spiritual significance * Father Ghelasie states about Hesychasm that it is the spiritual path towards the kingdom of life The hesychast 31 When you give someone a hard time, in Romanian there is an idiomatic expression literally translated: You are eating my days, meaning that you shorten someone’s life by making them suffer 270 mystery is the one who ensures the spiritual road towards the kingdom of life, which opens through the gates of the heart It is the mystery or the ember through which one can discover the “charismatic horse”32, that is the vanquisher of the mind Just like ember is made out of wood and fire on the physical level, on the spiritual level it is the spiritual teaching and the prayer, or more clearly, it is the word and the spirit – which are the conquerors of the mind Regarding the “hesychast medicine” I quote the following: “The Hesychast Medicine is a Mystery of Life Anyone who does not consider Life a Mysterious Gift, who does not Live Life as a Mystery and does not see Life as a Miracle, will just disregard any Testimony or Account about the Sacredness of Life The Mystery of Life is the Soul, as the Mystery of the Soul is God Only a Body with Soul can be Alive And only a Soul united with God is a Soul full of Life” * We, the Romanians, rediscover later on the “lights” of Hesychasm Sometimes only after they ascend to heaven, praying for us to God: “Forgive them Lord, as they do not know what they are doing” Endowed with the patience of saints, they are waiting for each and every one of us to have our turn, to grow and lift up our eyes towards the sky Then, with an angelic love, they guide us on the path of Truth, towards healing The volume The Hesychast Medicine is such a guide Who is its author? He is a Man Who is the Man? “Man is a Unity between World and Divine” “I have become a spiritual Son of this traditional spiritual ascetic, with a vision specific to a Carpathian 32 In Romanian fairy tales, the ugliest horse who eats embers metamorphosizes into the magical flying horse carrying the hero in victorious battle with the forces of evil 271 hesychast tradition”, as hyeromonk Ghelasie Gheorghe defined himself “The Phylokalic background of the Carpathian hesychasm is that deep aspiration of the man who puts a special emphasis on Man’s Return to God and the overcoming of the abnormality through our Hesychast medicine as medical science of Christian Orientation” Thus, the “lush” environment” has set its stamp upon the autochthonous Carpathian tradition, in the sense of a non- opposition between spirit and nature, between soul and body; the latter is considered “an integral part of our whole Ontology” and a Eucharistic-iconic condition in the context of the liturgizing of the relationship with God and with the entire Creation “In short”, father Ghelasie states that “our Carpathian specific/characteristic is > Being and Grace, between the direct Christic Hypostasis and the direct Hypostasis of Creation, between the Image of the Soul and the Spiritual (Grace-endowed) Mind of the Image of the Soul, between the > being and the energetic Prosphoron of Embodiment The Carpathian Model is significantly Eucharistic, here the Prosphoron and the Wine are at once Being and Grace, at once God and Creation, at once/at the same time Soul and Body, the Mystery of the Icon which is both Spirit and Matter in reciprocal Transfiguration” Hieromonk Ghelasie has called it an iconic character, reminding us that the monks from the Apuseni Mountains have called themselves iconers Iconers not in the sense of painters of Icons, but in the sense of having an extra- ordinary devoutness, a sort of “mystic of the icon” It is not a coincidence that near Frăsinei and near the spirit of father Ghelasie we can find the relics of Saint Gregory of Dekapolis! 272 * “Man must acknowledge Himself, as Being, because he is not Divine in itself, but he has the Mission to > for >” The Hesychast Medicine is a book of recipes for the soul, mind and body, it is a work of art through its form and a philosophic work through its content, in an inclusion of theological vision It is both sacral-therapy and book of recipes The recipes have the purpose and aim to correct the errors and mistakes we make with our mind and soul, the food mistakes, and also correct the wrong conceptions about disease The hesychast medicine together with the sacral- therapy is a form of treatment of our countless diseases “The root of all illnesses is sin and the true Healing can be given only through God’s Mercy and Forgiveness, but Lord’s Mercy also pours down upon the >, allowing the so-called > as a comfort for the Sufferings In the Christian sense, Medicine is not >, but Comforting and temporary Science for our illnesses, since Healing is the Act of God That is why the Christian Oriented Medical Science is two-fold: of the Soul for the sin and of the Body for the correction of the abnormalities, deviations (caused by sin) from the biological Laws Many people remain grounded only in the >, of the worldly medical science, of Science (which includes in itself also God’s Work/Doing, even if it is overlooked)” It may happen that we do not see at once and directly the results of the hesychast medicine (sacral-therapy), but we shall feel them in our life Sooner or later we shall become aware of the fact that Something has changed It is changed as compared to our state before beginning such a 273 therapy, before having followed a recipe from the book, before choosing to fast The hesychast medicine is a choice to heal yourself upon Christ’s path Hyeromonk Ghelasie’s book is a word which works within us, transforming us day by day, grubbing up the resources, activating the love and taking us closer to God It is both mark and tool, infinite through its complexity, revealed mystery which unfolds itself through the love of the one that has left it for us, touching people’s lives, healing them It reunites the mind, soul and body, replenishing man * As “Integral Medicine for Soul and Body in a harmonious and unamalgamated entwinement, Science Sacralizing itself through the Mystery of Religion and Religion Revealing itself through the Knowledge of Science”, the hesychast medicine is treating the disease – which is “crushing the icon of health”– by reviving the dialogue with God, dialogue lost after the fall from Heaven They say that in the depth of our being there lies the voice of God Himself, who has created you and through whom you are alive This voice of the Living God is the support and the foundation of health By rejoining God we recapture the very origin of God’s voice within us Hesychasm is the “mystic of the Christic Word, the mystic of the Christic Utterance” Father Ghelasie Gheorghe states: “First of all, make peace with God If the Soul is Numbed and Closed, your body will also be shut towards the medical remedies” and “if you desire life, nourish and feed yourself with life You, who are diseased, do not Consume any more Foods with > Memories, if you wish to Revive Life within the Organs of your Body” 274 * Claudiu Târziu: What is the most important thing that you have learned from father Ghelasie? Father Valerian: It is the way of living inside the monastery Because inside the monastery, no day is like the other, despite what some people may imagine from the outside The encounter with God is constant, thus you must be prepared for it Father Ghelasie had the common sense He emanated love but also severity, according to the circumstances He did not seem very much loved because of that Not even we, his followers, had any idea how much loved he was and how many followers he had everywhere During his last two years, I used to live one meter away from the door of his hut – as I was his hut fellow – but I did not know who came to see him Only at his funeral upon seeing how many people had come did I realize father’s influence And there is something else I have learned from him: in order to pray incessantly, you must unburden your body Father Ghelasie had conceived a diet which helps you pray incessantly Many hermits use father Ghelasie’s recipe-list The basis of this diet is represented by wheat flakes, combined with fruit and vegetables If you help the body a little bit to follow this diet, the prayer works inside you, it is no longer you who works the prayer33 * Claudiu Târziu: The church teaches us that there are two ways of redemption: family or monasticism You’ve had a family and afterwards you chose monastic life Why? Father Valerian: I do not think I have chosen it It was a calling, otherwise I would not have been able to give up both my family and the theater In 1995, I abandoned the 33 Source: http://www formula-as ro/2014/1122/spiritualitate-39/ muntele-cu-pustnici-17880 275 world and went to the monastery It was autumn and Father Neonil, the Reverend Father of Frăsinei, did not accept people into monastic life during autumn And then I told him I would stand at the gate and wait until he accepted me “You do not know me, you do not know what I am capable of You shall either accept me or find me dead there”, I told him He sent me to the Turnu Monastery And on Saint George’s day, in 1996, I was accepted Only that I was not ready to face some challenges, pestering and other trials I was suffering, I was scared and I did not know what to do Father Ghelasie from Frăsinei told me: “Go back into the world and wait for a sign to return The Holy Mother will let you know when” I went back into the world, but secretly I lived the monastic life I waited and indeed, one night, in 1999, I dreamed of the Holy Mother I was descending some very steep slopes, upon cliffs, among crowds of people who were silent as death, gathering into a dark gorge Then, I heard a woman’s voice, very kind and unique: “Dragoş, what are you doing?” I understood it was the Holy Mother and I began to climb the mountain, against the flood of people I woke up and told myself: “This is Frăsinei!” Probably the prayers of the fathers Ghelasie, Paul Mărăcine and Vasile Gordon have mattered more than my own worthiness I returned to the monastery, this time at Frăsinei and entered the regular monastic life, without any problem34 * In 1993 as I received blessing from my spiritual father, Ghelasie Gheorghe, and from father Cleopa to leave into wilderness, I took with me a raffia sack where I put some things and just left I did not have a certain place in mind, but I had the greatest joy because I was going into the 34 idem 276 wilderness That morning I met another hermit named Maxim, who was living very far away from the monastery and I remained in his hut, which was nearby We lived at a distance of 20 km from each other, but we felt very close, as we were neighbors in the wilderness We only took as much food as we could fit into the sack Food has never been a problem for us and will never be an issue, as it is the last goal of the hermits who live under the open sky Some hermits leave everything behind, even the food and live under the open sky in a mysterious way Water is very hard to find, but man gets into harmony with everything that exists Man adapts to any condition Between 12 and 2 at night we scheduled to go and seek water We had two hours at our disposal Everything was well set (Protos Varsanufie, the Reverend Father of the Pătrunsa Monastery)35 * Father Ghelasie used to say: – My son, do not climb directly upon the roof, as you could fall and die Take it easy, step by step and be patient “in order to receive at the right time what is useful for you” As the Holy Fathers say that “the vanely ambitious ones will never get where they aim” * Regarding monastic life, he would advise: – Inside the Monastery, the whole secret is to be a follower, that is, to receive everything with all your obedience and learn everything from that Thus, my son, be everybody’s follower and you shall “grow in good soil and bear proper fruit” Always search/look for the Mystery – the Mystery which gets further from you, the faster you run for it – 35 Sursa: http://ziaruldevalcea ro/2015/09/06/varsanufie-staretul- dela-patrunsa-de-acum-pot-sa-plec-la-pustie/ 277 revealing itself to you only upon the “the fulfillment of the times” * About the spiritual trial he would say: – The Holy Fathers put the spiritual strength/ devotion to the test through “the labor of the body” and if it (the spiritual) still remains, it means it truly exists * – Both young and old monks, who do not make metanies, loose half of their spiritual life There are some old-men in the Monastery who make metanies whilst seated, bending their body and there are some who make thousands of metanies All of them say that this maintains their spiritual “agility” * – About the iconic gesture or the standing in prostration gesture, father Ghelasie used to say: The state of iconing means “standing in holy prostration”, but not with the mind or with the feeling, or with yourself, but with the very “standing-in-prostration” You have to enter the state of “standing-in-prostration”, taking its “form”, like the water from a vessel, and doing this, the water does not mix in the substance of the vessel, but becomes one with the “form” of the vessel “Standing-inside-the-state-of-standing-in-prostration” The mind, the senses and all your being remain what they are but take the “iconic form of prostration” and stand inside of it and their every move transforms into that form and the “form-of-standing” remains beyond movement or stillness During the long service hours you can neither stay focused with your mind nor with your soul; they become tired, agitated and chaotic But if you enter the “form-of- static-prostration”, everything calms down and rests 278 The attention should not be upon you (upon your mind or soul), but upon the very “standing-inside-the-form-of-standing- in-prostration” Let everything else flow and if they are exterior, they will not be able to enter inside of you, but if they do enter, they will also take the form of “standing-in- prostration” Paradoxically, this “supra-fixity” does not enter into conflict either with the movement, or with the stillness The mystery “aliveness” of “the iconic state of prostration” becomes thus a continuous spiritual experience-living “Standing as though in an icon” represents the whole secret/mystery This is how the icon within the heart takes roots and this is how it begins to grow Our life resides in the “permanent movement of the heart” and this is where the “Iconic Image” must be introduced”, so that from here on the “tree may grow” and bear its fruit Thus, the Philokalic fathers who advocate the prayer within the heart are right except that, within “the specific” of the Carpathian Hesychasm, it is not the heart that becomes “the place and form” of prayer and prostration, but the “very Iconic of prostration becomes form and becomes Iconic place of prayer”, like some kind of “Spiritual Heart” which becomes “the vessel of the regular heart” You must have “the-Iconic-state” “over you and over everything you do” Do not amalgamate yourself and what you do with the “Iconic-state”, but “clothe” this all up in this “Iconic supra-state” Everything remains what it is, moving or standing, taking different forms; “over it all”, you should place the “Iconic-state”, give them all “the Iconic-state” Even if there is something that troubles you and you think that it is bad, “clothe it up in the Iconic- state” and paradoxically it will all remain the same and at the same time it will become the “iconic supra-state”, within which it “overcomes itself and rests itself” It seems that things do not destroy themselves, as there is this “mystery of Iconic-Supra-State” which belongs to the “memorial of permanentization” Whenever you make a 279 movement, you have the tendency to “get consumed in it”, which brings exhaustion and forgetfulness You should make the movement but you should not stand in “the movement of the movement”, instead let it happen and you should maintain yourself in the “iconic state beyond all that” Stand without moving within the movement, but let the movement you make or the movement that is performed, move! Here lies the mystery! The Spirit of the Icon lies in the “standing as though inside an Icon”, namely in the “state of prostration”, however not with the mind or with your feeling, but with “the very state of prostration” If I perform “the state of prostration” I perform the “Likeness with the Image of Filiation”, which is the “Seal of God’s Breath” when He had created Adam-man and which God places in all people’s souls Some call it the “Divine Spirit” which God Breathes inside man, thus making man “different” from the other creatures Hence, inside this Spirit there lies the Encounter and the Dialogue with God, as all the virtues and all the good arises from it The Spirit has a “Lively Force” that is the Godly Grace-Light, wherefrom all spirituality is born This Spirit is first of all “the Image of Filiation”, because “everything has been created through the Son-Word” That is why we must “Unite with Christ” and only afterwards ascend towards the Father, so that the Holy Spirit may descend upon us The Christian baptism is the “reacquiring of the Image of Son” which at the same time is sealed by the Holy Spirit, because where the Image of the Son lies, there lies the Image of the Spirit Inside “God’s Breath” the Image of the Son and of the Spirit exist both at the same time and in equality, never absenting The Image of Filiation is the “condition of creation”, “through which everything has been created” as John the Evangelist says Without Christ-the Son you cannot have the Spirit Thus I “stand-inside-the-state-of-prostration” 280 through which I “actualize” the Image of Filiation, which becomes Christ’s Presence and I “stand” within/inside this presence which “penetrates me with its Spirit” “The “component-elements” of your being “are Clothed” with this Iconic, in “the-state-of-image-of-filiation-of-prostration” and this “Iconic Image” will reflect upon all components of the being, which will “awake” to the “Memorials of filiation” that will perform the “cleansing” The Iconic Image is “beyond your being”, in which you “are Clothed in the Christly Wedding Garment”, through which you take part in “the Last Supper” Take care, my son, when “standing-in-the-iconic- state”, you should not make this with an effort of the mind That’s why you should make a “certain gesture- position” of the head, of a hand, even of your entire body The mind tries to capture you to stay inside of it you should “stand in another place”, “outside the mind” – there lies the secret The “state-of-prostration” should become the very mind and attention, however not the attention of the mind, but the “attention of the Iconic gesture” The attention should be upon the tilting gesture of the head, in the holding of the hand upon your chest etc , exactly in these “Iconic states” “Stand-in-the- attention-of-the-Iconic-state” and in this way you’ll acquire a true state The longer you stand within the “Lively Iconic”, the more the Mystery of Talking with God will begin to unravel In the Iconic state first you make the “Prostration” and then the “Talking-Dialogue” “To live-experience the mystery of Prostration” represents the life of the Iconic practice, of our tradition Everything unites and is regained – without being lost – within the Iconic Image * – The practice becomes “science” in a way, but it should not fall into “self-knowledge through its own capacities”, it should “receive” this knowledge “from God” 281 * – What is spiritual life? – It is the very purpose of Christian life – What does it consist of? – In the growing of the Image of God that has been “sown” inside each being More correctly, growing the Image of Christ we have received at our Baptism, through the Power of the Spirit – also bestowed upon us then – so that we may talk with God, the Father * Father Ghelasie tried to stir the interest of the people who visited him, awakening the inner-spiritual man In order to awake this filial self, a man must have a great dynamics of communication Father Ghelasie did not think and talk schematically, according to a proven recipe He adapted very quickly to the interlocutor People who possess a complex and profound mystical experience and make use of this experience in the dialogue with the others have a great freedom of choosing the way of commu- nication, of talking The whole body and especially the eyes communicate, they externalize what belongs to the mystic knowledge Lighting up from within, the face becomes radiant People who cannot relate to an experience, think mostly schematically, more complex or more simple, according to their culture Our mind tends to function according to some laws mostly imposed by the brain’s activity * – Make the Image of Son a gesture of Prostration and actualize-remember within you, the mystery of the eternal Birth of the Divine inside of you and yours inside of It, and even more of your birth within the world and the 282 world within you The gesture of Prostration is the “Cradle of Birth” Bow your head, your mind and all your senses inside the gesture of Prostration, make any form and any image Bow, and thus everything turns into the “Icon-Image” where God Encounters the world and the world encounters God and they become “the Same Body-Icon” * – Start by “praying” with “Ritual Gestures”, which “re-memorize” the Divine inside of us Raise your hands up high, in prayer to the Lord “above”, whence the world’s life “flows” Bow your head in prostration and thus “acknowledge” God as the Giver of life Place your hands upon your chest, over your heart and make yourself a personal “altar” upon which God may also Come to you Open your arms laterally, as a prefiguration of the Divine that is “Embodied” within your whole being, soul and body Make these simple “Sacred Gestures” and “the Sacred Memories” will “awaken” * – Neofit the Hermit always repeated to his followers: “the Practice of the Holy Work belongs only to those who incessantly work day and night, overcoming all impediments and weaknesses, flaming up with the Godly Longing” * – Practice the Iconic gesture or the prayer of the mind, even mechanically But be aware not to fall into “instrumentalism” by considering that the very Hesychast mystic lies in the repeating of the prayer or the Iconic gesture Do not fall into “technicism”: making a certain gesture and attaining a certain effect or repeating the prayer for a certain number of times, thus believing you 283 have attained a great performance Do not fall into the “narrow pietism” of making something pious and believing that everything lies within it Or believing that if you stay for one hour at the Liturgy you are a great Christian However, do not exclude “the pietism and the ritualism” because these are however the “bridge” towards the true feeling which comes in time, in as much as you transform yourself as Personality We also need some “instruments”, but we must not mistake them for the very “content” Thus, practice the Iconic gesture any way you can, always tending to go beyond the mystery that this very gesture opens up The gesture, just like the repeating of the prayer, represents the “opening of the mysterious door”, being followed by the “entrance into the mystery” For most people it is extremely hard to “open the mystical door” because they only practice the “philosophy” of the opening Leave aside all “philosophising and reasons” and start the practice, even with shortfalls Be careful not to be “noisy and boastful”, practice it in secret, with your spiritual father’s blessing and also with the blessing of a father who also practices hesychasm This should be your “intimate work” Read and research to that end, so that you can widen the horizon of consciousness Because practice without “culture” becomes a narrow and even harmful “rigidity” The most annoying people are the “unlearned inflexible people who think themselves and pose as wise” The simpleton sees himself according to “the fixism of his ignorance” There are many “simple” people who are not “inflexible” There also exists a “more modest but wiser culture” The fake “culture” of the embittered simpleton is the most destructive one Hesychasm belongs to those who open up “the spirit of the understanding of mystery” “My lips have uttered wisdom and my hearts’ spirit shall 284 be Understanding” This is the mystery of the mystical hesychast practice, the Understanding-Wisdom of spiritual depth * – The first sign of the hesychast experience is that, along with the hardships, the sufferings and the worries, you also have a comfort of mystery, of illumination– Hesychia, the mystery of the Divine which bestows upon you the ability “to overcome” everything Thus, hesychasm does not mean “insensitivity to sufferings and troubles”, but it means their “overcoming of mystery” From an Iconic perspective it means “the overcoming of the ordinary within the Divine dimension” * – From the Iconic gesture made during moments of stillness and peace, as “gestic prayer”, extend the Iconic to your every move Distinguish between the fixed gesture you make during the Iconic prayer in front of the Holy Mother’s Icon, and the active gesture you make during the normal life Philokalically, it is recommended to utter the short prayer, “Lord Jesus, have mercy on me”, as often as possible Neofit, knowing that not everyone can concentrate their mind and especially because a person is busy with the everyday things, recommends “to repeat the Iconic gesture” which does not require an effort of the mind, but only a “memory of movement” Thus, become used to starting everything with a discreet gesture of bowing-prostration, as a slight and unnoticeable gesture Whoever you meet, whatever you face, make this gesture Even when you speak, every word should have this “Iconic form”, it should be humble, pleasant and un-harmful, forgiving Everything you make with your hands, must be inside this gesture of bowing or prostrating, without your needing to make the sign of the 285 Holy Cross You can make the sign of the cross when you are alone and during more special moments Be careful not to become that “rigid and fanatic ritualist” Make the iconic gesture, freely and amply, taking into consideration the circumstances and the specific situations Even put your thoughts into the Iconic form of prostration You’ll think humbly, peacefully and un-harmfully Practicing daily, the Iconic form will “get into your blood” and will Iconize you in a Christic manner This will open you up even more, towards the gestic prayer which you do during the moments of peace, when the Alive Christly Iconic penetrates you up to the very depth of your being You should “like” the Iconic gesture so much, that it should become your “permanent and own disposition” * – The iconic gesture requires the awareness-alertness and the attention of your whole ontological personality Most people make the gesture also with their mind or like a simple mechanical position It must be made with all your being, soul and body, above your mind and heart According to the Hermit Neofit, the Altar dedicated to the Lord represents the origin of the Iconic gesture In your address to God, you can receive the Divine Presence only by creating this “Place of Altar” Where you make the Altar for God, there His Presence will descend Come out with all that is best in you and make it all an Altar for the Lord, through a prostration gesture Your whole ontology-essence should lie inside this gesture, as what you have most sacred and upon which you erect an Altar of worship for the Lord This Union of creation with the Divine within a reciprocal Sacrality represents the mystery of the Altar And thus, making your very gesture an Altar, through the gesture you actually Encounter Christ Divine 286 Be aware of the fact that the gesture is the Iconic Form of the Altar where both you and Christ are present at the same time Inside this gesture you should place your whole devotedness, mind and heart, soul and body Place all your being inside the Iconic gesture and give yourself in, as “Altar stones”, so that our Lord Jesus’ Presence may come Thus, within the Iconic gesture you should become “the body of the Altar” which you devote to God and make the Iconic gesture “over” you Afterwards, as an extension, make Altars bearing Christ’s Presence out of all the objects and beings around you Do not rush to get to the next step until you truly feel the mystery of the Iconic gesture * Father Ghelasie presented the hesychast practice as centered upon the iconic gesture, describing it with the following words: “The Iconic Gesture of the Carpathian Philokalic Specific is similar to the liturgical ritual of the Church It respects the basic marks of the Iconic gesture: – The Supra-awareness of the Liveliness of the Christic Iconic Presence The Philokalic fathers invoke the Name of our Lord Jesus, through Whom we enter in connection with the Divine Presence Here is the place where the prostration gesture takes place, gesture through which the Lively Iconic becomes a reality As soon as you prostrate, you already enter this Lively Power and Divine Presence The gesture of the cross and of prostration bring the Presence of Christ – This Presence is Iconic merely through Christ’s Image In Christianity, the Icon implies the Image of Christ Anything that does not bear the Image of Christ is no longer an icon – The Iconic presence is not just a figment of imagination or a supposition, it is a real Divine Liveliness 287 which does not depend on you, as you depend on it If for the Jews the Name of God means “devouring fire”, here, within the gesture of the Iconic prostration, it means the same thing – “devouring flame” – The Christic-Iconic gesture is supra-exterior, that means it must be made with all your integrality, as soul and body and beyond these Thus, do not make the Iconic gesture only with your mind or with your feeling or with the position of your body, but with all of them at the same time in Union You should make the Iconic gesture only as a “totality” towards the Liveliness of the Christic Presence In this way, the mind and the feeling turn into a supra-form of Iconic Prostration which goes beyond the mind and heart Within the Ionic gesture the mind and the heart prostrate, but not through mentalisation or sentimentalisation, but through the complete supra-form of your integrality Here, inside the gesture, both mind and felling are no longer “instruments” of work, but become simple components of your whole being, making the Iconic gesture In the Philokalic way of uttering the prayer inside the heart, the mind is active and working In the gesture, the active is represented by your whole soul and body, both at the same time and in union – After making the Iconic gesture, you should become supra-aware of the fact that the Christic Liveliness “enfolds” you like in an Iconic Supra-form inside of which you, just like the “water” inside a vessel, take on this supra-form Do not imagine how this supra-form may be, be only aware of it, paying it a more permanent attention Do not imagine how the Iconic supra-form may be or how you may feel it Just “supra-imagine” it as a Liveliness with an Iconic Form that you cannot grasp, but which is very Active in itself In the beginning, you’ll feel as though in a “prison” where you cannot make any move “Rest inside the Iconic of Christ” Be aware, if some thoughts or memories should arise, let them all flow out of yourself 288 and into the “Iconic Fire” where they will melt All your attention should be centered upon the Lively Iconic, wherein you are locked up and where you are “forced” to take its supra-form and where all that is inside of you gets out and gets transformed You are “passively” resting inside the Christly Iconic – However, this “passive inner-Iconic” is a Christic supra-Active which directly acts upon you, Iconicly supra- personalizing you The Hermit Neofit claims that before performing the “purification and the virtues”, you must receive the Iconic “supra-form”, and only afterwards should you also make your active; but first of all you must have the model, which is the Christic Iconic And receiving the Iconic supra-memories, you will also be able to act and work “in likeness” Making the ritual of the Iconic ritual, you will notice that the memories of the Baptism and of the Unction awaken inside of you, hence “orienting” your disposition towards all that is good Thus, you begin to receive an “Iconic sight”, distinguishing good from evil And with this sight you will be able to perform the virtues and the purification – Extending the Iconic gesture, from the gestic ritual that you personally and silently make before the Icon of the Holy Mother or inside the Church, simultaneously to the generalized Iconic gesture, confers everything you see the Christly Iconic supra-form, thus seeing in all of them the “Image of Christ” – The Word through which everything “has been created” As Iconic gesture, you should see the Creator Word not as interior but as supra-exterior, clothing both the interior and exterior of all things into an Icon-Form Thus, everything becomes into your eyes a holy world bearing the Image of Christ This is the Hesychast Practice of the Carpathian Specific of the Hermit Neofit It is a permanent prayer not through words, but through the Iconic gesture, as Iconic prayer-gesticulation” 289 * – Within the integrality of the human person, the soul and the body are an intrinsic complex of existentiality and energy, above these lying the “Supra-Image of the Seal” of the Image of God * – Inside the reality of Heaven, the soul is “exposed” and the Heart-personality is the Supra-exterior, the Garment of the spiritual wedding Everything can be “seen”, says the Lord, and nothing can be “hidden” (the image of sin) The mystery does not lie inside the “hiding” but in the “Wonderful Garment” that clothes everything up and whence everything “flows” * – In the Christian sense of the word, the Heart is at the same time the mystery of the Icon That’s why, the Heart as Icon shows, it does not hide, it reveals, it does not close, it gives, it does not possess * The Christian orthodox mystic speaks about a reunion inside the Mystery Heart, which is neither the mind, the senses, nor the organs with their energies, but a “Totality” which surpasses and Unites all of them at the same time, within the “Same Eucharist-Body” (devotedness- communion-participation without amalgamation) The ancient mysticisms refer either to “the mind” (with the magic of thought) or to the “feeling” (with the occultism of the energies) In Christianity, as it bears the image of the Heart-person, the mystic is no longer the magic of the mind, nor the organic energetic paranormal, but the mystic of the Image “Heart-Same Christic Body”, where the mind, the feeling and the organic energies transcend into the “Heart-Chalice-Devotedness-Eucharist” 290 The Christian specific mystic is the Iconic mystic, the mystic of the “integral personal Gesture” wherein both mind and senses as well as the organic energies are reflected (mirrored) The hesychast mystic – of the prayer of unification between mind and heart – is the very re-establishment of unity (by dissolving the opposites between mental and sensory) Then, there is the Re-memorizing of the Christic Heart, the mystery of the Heart-Christic Body which is the spiritual heart, which contains at the same time the Holy Spirit, the One who transforms the “body of the being” into Christic Body-Eucharist Hence, the hesychast path is the Christian path of the Christic spiritual-Iconic Heart, the very Divine “Wedding Garment” which is the “(Mystery) Last Supper” and not the “nuptial bed of mental or bodily Eros” (like it is perceived by the non-christian mysticism) * – As the Gospel says, he who desires “the treasure from the fallow land” sells everything he owns in order to win the fallow land and the treasure along with it You need the “eagerness” of the practice, sustained by the volitive “exercising”, above all obstacles * According to Hermit Neofit’s model, Father Ghelasie requested from his followers to ‘strictly follow the daily practice rule’ “Do not take more than you are able to bear, take upon you only a little, but in a ‘sustained’ way” * – In the Christian sense, the gesture is connected to the ritual as “understanding movement” The gesture is an address, a communication and an orientation towards someone Thus, the gesture is more than word and feeling, yet it also carries these 291 * – The ancients have a flaw, namely that they start from a “faceless”, impersonal divinity, that afterwards takes a so-called personal image, which is no longer ontological but merely “of being-existence” For a real Intra-ontological to exist, there must be an Ontology with Image, even in essence * – “Throw” yourself at Lord Jesus’ feet and remain as much as you can in this Iconic gesture He, Jesus, will not deny you, He will Act towards you Do not imagine how this Act works, just “accept” it and open yourself up, completely Your conscience should be the concience of the whole being, not just a concentration of the mind, a “conscience within Iconic gesture” and only that Do not identify yourself with your own conscience, but with the Supra-conscience of the Christic Iconic In this way, you will enter the Form of the Christic Iconic and you’ll personalize yourself in the Christic-Form Let all your existential content “flow” inside this Iconic, not just mentally but also bodily and spiritually, so that the Christic Iconic may purify you You can sometimes even utter the Name of Christ, if this intensifies the consciousness of the Iconic gesture The whole mystery of the Neofitian specific lies in the conscious Active of the gesture and in the active of the gesture, not your active of mind or feeling Do not accept anything mentally or sentimentally, only keep the integral consciousness of your gesture and of the Iconic Active that acts upon you This specific is not “something different”, it is the same Philokalic but in a different “mode” of action Neofit makes the gesture the place of the heart, the place of the mind, the place of the being, the place of Jesus’s Presence, the Iconic place, the place of encounter and Union 292 * – The first step is the Addressing to a Living God God’s Living is His Image His Image is not to be confused with a self ”limitation”, as we are talking about the Unlimited of all the unlimited Within the Image, the Being identifies itself and distinguishes the Image The Image is the Unseen that always aspires to become Seen Hence, the iconing of the world; everything bears inside it the seal of God’s Image The whole mystery lies inside the Image, the Living Iconic, the Liveliness of “the mystery bond” * – Do not try, as a beginner, to imagine God or to misinterpret Him with your own confused mind and lacking Spiritual insight God’s Image is (to be seen) through Christ’s Image, His Son who comes into the world revealing the mystery of the Divine Image, which cannot be directly seen by us, the condition of creation The Icon of Christ’s Embodiment is the eye through which we must look also * – Christ is the very Revealing of God’s mystery Image “Begin to see the world within the mystery of God’s Image”, namely “through the Image of the Icon”, making each representation of the world an Iconic representation of God’s Image which materializes in His beings-creation, in order to give them life and essence * – Kneel for a few minutes before the Icon of the Christic Embodiment, with Iconic gesture, with all your being Your mind is troubled, your body is restless, your heart is full of sorrow and torn by contradictory feelings let them all flow into the Iconic gesture Do not force 293 yourself to contain your thoughts and passions, do not concentrate your mind, let everything flow up to the last drop Just stand firm in Iconic gesture Do not fall into phantasms, just maintain the Iconic gesture If you seem to “doze”, do not scare, renew the consciousness of the Iconic gesture by recalling the Supra-representation of the Christic Person If you also feel the need to utter the Name of Jesus, you can do it, but sporadically and by intensifying the prostration gesture Beware, do not let the mind be the center of your conscience All your conscience should be “moved” inside the Christic Iconic Do not annihilate the mind, but only “change” “its place” from your own-mental to the Christic Iconic supra-mental It should not be like a mind “out” of the body, but more like an entry of your whole being, soul and body, into the Active Christic Iconic, where it “identifies” itself The mind should let all the mental content flow into the Iconic The mind will get the taste of resting inside the Iconic and will not like its own “nature” of mind anymore, but the Iconic supra-state * As practice, do try harder to Enter this mystery of the Divine Iconic Form that you have to transform into, to iconize yourself into Neofit recommends a model of this kind, through prostration gesture; a Gesture of iconization of all the things around So, daily, all your moves should first of all be like a prostration before our Lord Jesus the Creator of all Make the gesture of the prostration form before any object or person Make a discreet “bow” with your every move This form of gesture will help you get used to “respecting” everything If the Philokalic fathers strive to incessantly utter the Name of our Lord Jesus, the Neofitian specific is represented by the endeavor of making the prostration gesture before everything and with every move It will become a habit 294 “Clothe” everything in this “Iconic garment” Everything that has a form, even the smallest object, bears the Christic Iconic “over” its appearance You should clothe everything in the Christic Iconic, above all reasons Iconize everything with the Christic mystery Iconic Thus, giving everything the Iconic Form, you sacralize the world Bestow the Iconic even upon the evil ones and you will see that everything will change around you These are the first Christic-Iconic virtues you must attain And you should also stand daily in Iconic prostration gesture, with all your being Beware, for every Iconic move you should have the impression that the Christic-Form is the one that activates, and not you with your mind or feeling When prostrating or making the metanies, your attention should not rest upon those moves, but upon the Iconic Form of prostration Try to increasingly perceive the Iconic Form into which you personalize yourself as likeness of the Christic Iconic Neofit the Hermit does not allow concentration upon the bodily organs Even if you raise your hands up high, bring them upon your chest, these gestures should be in the impression upon the Iconic From into which the respective organs enter Many people make a kind of “mystification on the organs” something that Hesychasm cannot admit Perceiving the prostration Form is the first perception- step of the Neofitian Iconic Feel it inside your bones and cultivate it with your every move It is Philokalical to utter the Name of Jesus, which requires an active and effort of the mind Neofit spares the beginners this effort as very few people are capable of it The Iconic Gesture is made easier As practice, you can alternate both ways The Iconic of Utterance calls out the Divine inside your heart Neofit’s Iconic of Gesture is an entry inside the Iconic 295 * – As practice, the Carpathian hesychast specific is the gesture towards the Iconic Presence of Christ’s Person who descends through the mystery of His Embodiment Where do we take Christ from, Christ the One who has Risen and ascended to Heavens, and what is His Presence? We do not imagine Him, but we are aware of the fact that he is truly Present everywhere, as He is the omnipresent God Because of sin, we do not see Him anymore and we do not feel His real Presence Jov of the Old Testament, answered to those who were advising him to renounce God, that he could not do that because “he could feel the Breath of God inside his nostrils” The Saints are those who can truly perceive That Divine Living which is God’s Presence * – Christ has particularly Given us the Mystery of the Liturgical Eucharist, through which the World Permanently and Continually Transforms, becoming His Body, as an Assumption and Ascent of the Earthly World towards Heaven “I am the Vine, you are the Sprouts” * – The Iconic Gesture is the first possibility of Iconizing our memories through the Christic Iconic “Make an Altar Image out of your every move and out of everything you see, make an Altar Image where Christ’s real Presence lies” Insist upon practicing the Iconic gesture Just as, from the Philokalic point of view, it is hard to acquire the incessant prayer with the Name of Christ, so does the Iconic gesture demand the wakefulness and attention of your whole ontological Most people make the gesture also with their mind or as a simple mechanical posture It must be made with all your existentiality of soul and body, above mind and heart 296 * – The Altar of God is also the origin of the Iconic gesture Addressing God, merely by “making an Altar place” you can receive the Divine Presence Wherever you make an Altar for God, His Presence comes Welcome Him with all you have that is best and turn it all into God’s Altar, with prostration gesture Your whole ontological being should be inside that gesture, as all you have that is most sacred and make them a prostration Altar of God Put your whole Devotedness, mind and heart, soul and body inside this gesture Bring all your being inside the Iconic gesture and give yourself in as “Altar stones”, so that our Lord Jesus’ Presence may come Thus, within the Iconic gesture, you must become “the body of the Altar” that you devote to God * – If one does not first learn to Prostrate before the Icon, one will never enter the mystery of Hesychasm * – “Begin looking at the world through the eyes of the Icon” See the world in the New Light This “bridge” between earth and Light represents “the way” * – Acquire the (In)Sight of an Icon upon the world, transform the world into the Icon of Christ’s Embodiment God does not descend into the world only to exit from it afterwards, He is here to Stay forever Christ the Embodied One is the Eternalization of the Divine into the world * – Seeing the world inside a cosmic Icon is represented by the Holy Mother with the Heavenly Child in her arms 297 The Book of Life is the Icon of the Holy Mother Whoever does not receive the Spirit of the Icon, will never be able to read the Mystery Book of Hesychia * – “Do you see the Icon of Christ’s Embodiment, with every step you take?” Until you do not see/perceive the whole world as an Icon, do not dare to enter the Mystery of Hesychia Learning how to read the Mystery Book of the Icon, you are doing the work of Hesychia Oh, what a Mystery Longing our being has to Prostrate before God! * – Moses sees the “Bush Ablaze with the Divine Fire”, where he must enter “barefoot” This “baring of the feet” is God’s oikonomia of Purification Neofit’s Ablaze Bush is the Icon of the Holy Mother and the baring of the feet is the gesture of prostration-metany, and the Divine Fire is the prayer “Our Father” * – “Rest” inside the hesychia of Iconization The gesture of prostration and the metany, as well as the uttering the prayer “Our Father” should become something innate * – “In the beginning God created heaven and earth” The Heaven is the Image of the Son of God who becomes embodied into the arms of the earth, the Image of the Holy Mother Oh, what a Mystery! We are also an “earth” where heavens materialize Our earth is our created nature, which must embody Christ’s godly mystery The Ritual of the Icon is its Door It is hard to iconize the mind and the senses Through the Ritual of the Icon this “miracle” can also be accomplished The mind and the senses are the Magi 298 inside of us – kneeling down in front of the Icon of the Holy Mother with the Christic Child in her arms The mind brings as Gift the mind itself – the gold The heart brings as Gift the Imagination – the myrrh And the senses bring as gift the scented burning of self – the frankincense The mind is the first one to “kneel” before the Heavenly Child The mind must humbly receive the Mystery of the Christic Revelation The mind should have the Revelation as thought and the kneeling as reason At the same time, the senses begin to enter sacrality The heart Recognizes Christ The taste searches for the Living Holy Bread and Water The hearing searches for the Holy Word The hands learn to prostrate even more, thus replacing the “negative aggression” The feet learn how to keel and stand “upright” before the Divine Sacrality The spirit of Hesychia begins to Work inside of you * – “The Carpathian character” means “offering” the Divine Guest, the “Bread and the Glass of Water”, “the sacrality of the home” * – The Icon is Risen body, not an “idolized body- object” but a Sacred of Resurrection The Mystery of the Icon is the “condition” of Resurrection For many people, the Resurrected body is a “de-corporalizated body”, a “transcendental-spiritual body” The Christian Eucharist however reveals the “corporalization of the Resurrected body” as Resurrected-sacralized Bread– Flesh * – “The mystical cutting of the head” The Hermit Neofit often repeated to his followers that: “Hesychasm begins with the cutting of the head – just like in Saint John The Baptist’s case – so that the blood of the mind may 299 flow into the Chalice of the Eucharist of Christ the Head” “I am the Lively Bread”, says Christ The hesychast practice is the “ritual path” between the Christic Child in His Holy Mother’s arms and the Liturgical Eucharist Chalice * – Be patient, until you receive the spirit of the icon The spirit is Received * – Creation has a potentiality for deification through the Union with the Divine If it does not unite (with it), it cannot stand in itself, thus creating a false divinity, the anti-divine, “the luciferic fall” The ritual of the iconic gesture is the very regaining of the image of personality, perceived as a potentiality of Union with the Divine “Always have God before you” The practice of the Carpathian hesychasm requires a presence-attention through the ritual space of the icon from outside the mind Prostrate daily before the Icon of the Holy Mother, so that this Ritual may remain inside your memory for the whole day; permanently iconize the surrounding world “Do everything like an icon, see everything through the icon”, this is the “rule” of the Hermit Neofit’s practice Listen to the Liturgy from “inside the Icon” * – All of Neofit’s followers are called Bearers of Icon Most of them have a wooden Icon engraved with the Image of the Holy Mother with the Christly Child in her arms, Icon that they wear around their neck together with a simple Cross Neofit requested the beginner-follower first of all to place an Icon of the Holy Mother with the Christic Child in her arms, where he lived, and to light up a candle or votive candle He had to kneel daily before the 300 icon and to remain there for some of minutes, increasing the period of time according to the circumstances * – The prayer is Heaven that you must welcome into your “earthen house”, and this first requires a “preparation” so it can “fit in” You must make a “paraklesis” out of your home, otherwise the Heaven will not enter inside of it The ritual of the icon represents this fact * Here are some instructions from the prayer ritual of the Hermit Neofit: – Daily read the Akathist of the Holy Mother – Daily make the Ritual of the mystic Icon, namely light the votive candle near the icon, kneel before it and do the usual metanies and prostrations This Ritual will fill you up with the mystic Spirit – Participate to the Church services The Church is the “core-seed” of Iconisation Whoever does not first “pass” through the Church, will never be able to have the Euchartistic mystic of hesychasm Even the hermits living in wilderness used to often come to Church and even the most secluded ones participated in the liturgical Eucharist The hesychast practice is in fact an “extension” of the liturgising of the Church * – There will be a time when the Icon-Ladder will become Gospel-Word and afterwards Chalice-Eucharist The Carpathian hesychasm acts as a liturgical ritual * – To be poor in spirit is something different from being “needful and empty”; it means being “without additions”, as the own-being is To be poor in spirit means not to “falsify yourself” or the ones around you 301 * – If you notice, in Hermitage, you can see that the creatures, starting with the plants and up to the insects, have periods when they “stand still”, alternating with periods of movement The more a creature can “stop”, the more lively and full of vitality it is Inside the Carpathian hesychasm, standing still in prostration represents the “centering of the spirit” “Stand like in an Icon” is the basic precept of the hermitic life, Motionless, but with a Liveliness of the Spirit During this Motionless state you must not think or feel anything, you only have to “Wait” for our Lord Jesus’ Revelation In time, this becomes a “Godly Longing” which grows more and more, so that it cannot be stopped This Waiting first becomes a Calling, then a song, and then a plaint, afterwards becoming a “great concern and fear” so as not to lose the “moment” our Lord Reveals Himself and you have not been careful to Receive Him Do not imagine the “Encounter”, because you do not know how He will Appear Everything must be the Motionless Mystery Wait which flames up with the Godly Longing, beyond any sense * – Washing ourselves with water is very important for us nowadays, as we are intoxicated with all the filth The hermits who had fresh air, natural food and a clean mind did not “smell of corpse” If we do not wash ourselves, we smell of “cadaver” * – Some use the respiration during the prayer Some Saints also recommend it For the world of today, with all its “bodily sins”, Respiration is a very valuable thing Respiration opens, unfolds and relieves the movement of the bodily and spiritual memorial Respiration is the 302 correspondence of the incessant movement of life in general * – Do talk quite often to your spiritual father and eventually with another one who also does the Practice, so as not to you shut yourself in, with dangerous inflexible pathologies Do not think you are “smart”, that you have already understood the Mysteries If you are still living among people, do not show them what you are Practicing; do it in secret * Father Ghelasie advised his followers in a very personal way, applied to their own specific, reading into their hearts what each of them needed For instance, over time he had been asked the same thing by three of his spiritual sons: if one day you have finished your canon, what are you supposed to do during the spare time? To one of them he said to read writings useful for the soul and mind, to another one he told to rest and to the third one he gave his blessing to pray some more His advice was according to each of the follower’s state, for their own use, because in some cases one can experience a supra- saturation with prayer and end up not being able to pray anymore * I first met father Ghelasie Gheorghe at the Monastery of Frăsinei, in the year 1995 or 1996, as I was at that time a monk at the Nicula Monastery I liked his vivaciousness, the light of his face and his easiness of speaking Back then I only knew a few things about him My true encounter with Father Ghelasie took place after his passing away, through his writings Around 2003-2004 and afterwards, I had read some of his writings and some texts about him, which I liked very much Among them I must mention: Memoirs of a hesychast, Avva Ghelasie, God’s Preacher, The Lover of God, Dogmatics, 303 The Iconer of Godly Love and others Amidst the pages of these books I have found and loved him, also because of the evocations of his close followers: father Valerian, Florin Caragiu the theologian and poet, whose writings I have read or heard Of course, Avva Ghelasie was completely filled by the Spirit of Love of God, by His Peace and by a lot of wisdom and knowledge His creation which mirrors his ardent, unabated love of God, full of light, wisdom and understanding, is made up of the over one hundred hymns and akathists he has written Through these we also share his love and light They introduce you to an atmosphere of deep mystery, within the heavenly peacefulness and silence Some of them are of a great theological depth and wisdom, bearing a perfect literary expression, like the Akathist of the Holy Trinity or the Akathist of Godly Love Reading them you can feel that joy of mystery and the holy wonder of the soul that you feel when you are reading the Hymns of Godly love written by Saint Symeon the New Theologian What I observed and enjoyed was that Carpathian specific that Father Ghelasie had emphasized According to the creators of the Philokalia, who had been influenced by the Greek philosophy, we know that the advancement into the spiritual life contains three stages or phases: the cleansing, the illumination and the self- perfection The Carpathian hermits, like Saint Neofit the Icon Bearer, and others, have this iconic prostration Thus, it is not we who should try, through theory and illumination, to reach the sight of God, heavens and our union with Him, but through prostration, iconically we can attract God and His grace to come over us and enter us This is the specific of the Romanian, Carpathian spirituality (Archimandrite Andrei Coroian)36 36 Interview about the Hesychast medicine with pr arhim Andrei Coroian made by Anca Revnic, Source: http://www lumeacredintei com/marii- duhovnici-ai-neamului/interviu-despre-medicina-isihasta-cu-pr -arhim-andrei-coroian/ 304 * In the second half of the last century people spoke about the “linguistic turn” of philosophy, having as stake the recovery of the original dimension of the problematic of the Being (for Heidegger “language is the dwelling place of the being”), we could say, mutatis mutandis, that the Pious Ghelasie’s work follows the same purpose: an “iconic turn” of the institutionalized theological language, always endangered by the threat of autonomization, due to an excessive rationalization By revealing the iconic valences of the Philokalic spirituality, Father Ghelasie’s thinking implicitly constitutes a daring endeavor to recover the Patristic methodology – the typology – about which Ioan Ică Jr wrote in a substantial theological synthesis: “for the Biblical [Patristic] way of thinking, the typology is ontological, and the ontology is typological [iconic]” For that matter, the unity between typology and ontology (“the iconic ontology”) represents the basis of Father Ghelasie’s whole way of thinking According to the same Ioan Ică, the typology affords “the organic integration and the reduction to an identity in difference between the Old and New Testament, of Redemption and Eschatology, of Bible and Liturgy, of Memory and Presence, of the Image and Reality ” Some remarks must be made: the typology should not be mistaken with a “symbolism of pre-figuration”, since the type-antitype relationship (namely, the icon-model) cannot be reduced to a simple analogy: “the Church forbids the transformation of the icon into a > or into an allegory The icon does not pre-depict/pre-figure, but reveals and discovers in as far as the icon itself is a part of the One it reveals, both presence and discovery” (Alexander Schmemann) For that matter, the transformation of the typology into a “symbolism of pre-figuration” represents – according to 305 Schmemann – the main cause of “the pseudo-morphosis [of the alteration] of the conscience of the church” The methodological stalemate of the academic Orthodox theology after the fall of the Byzantine Empire (the so-called “Babylonic captivity” that has appeared due to the influences of Western theology) has been underlined over time by many great personalities of the Orthodoxy who did not hesitate to utter the same solution/verdict: a return to the iconic methodology The neo-patristic renaissance from the beginning of the XXth century (initiated by G Florovsky and continued by many theologians of the Russian diaspora) follows the same premises Nowadays, theologians like Nikos Matsoukas, Ioannis Zizioulas, but also philosophers like Christos Yannaras, strongly claim that “ the endeavor of reviving the language as a direct and universal experience represents a trial by fire: if theology is a revealing/ discovery of the personal presence of the Logos, this fact can only be acknowledged from within the language, through its use in such a manner as to transcend the conventional emulation of understanding, which idolizes truth in autonomous concepts” (Yannaras) But the acknowledgment of the presence of the Logos from within the language has as stake the revealing of the liturgical dimension of existence If existence itself is a language, a text (one of the postulations of post- modernism!), it is no less impregnated with intentionality, purpose, whereas the aim of the liturgy is to orient the entire creation towards its Destiny: “Thine own of Thine own, we offer to Thee, in behalf of all, and for all” Mutatis mutandis, the Pious Ghelasie, through what we would call an “anamnetic” endeavor, tries to recover the liturgical origin of the language (“the sacrality of language”) That’s why Father Ghelasie’s work is, in fact, a mystagogy, along the tradition of the illustrious Saints Dionysius the Mystic and Maxim the Confessor 306 The interest generated within us by father Ghelasie’s original, profound, actual and challenging thinking will undoubtedly increase It is now clear that the (apparently insurmountable) difficulties of reading are mere challenges, which are completely worth taking on Just as the Pious Ghelasie used to say: “Do not get stuck on what you do not understand Along the way, everything will be revealed” (Alexandru Valentin Crăciun) * I must confess that by leafing, with a somewhat (initially quite detached) curiosity, through the pages of the first books written by Father Ghelasie, I was surprised by his excellent philosophic instinct I strongly believe that a good instinct – and why not, a philosophic one – is more precious than any doubtful doxa – be it camouflaged under the deceitful veil of some long, interminable bibliographic lists We are so far from the initial – authentic – direction/meaning of the philosophic vocation nowadays, that we can barely realize whether a problem or a simple question reveals any useful philosophic significance Philosophy itself risks in this way to be converted (if it has not already been converted) into a thinking “technique”, into an “universal” instrument that could be used every- where (and nowhere) Of course, the specialized, scholarly works of the universal history of philosophy are always preferable to the modest booklets bearing the thoughts of some hesyschast “lost” somewhere inside the Carpathians Opening Father Ghelasie’s first booklets I did not expect to find either “the transcendental deduction of the categories” from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, or the “synthesis in act, of the form and matter” from Aristotle’s Metaphysics And yet, to my great surprise, (with “some” perplexity) I discovered them, openly exposed (no less detached), fully assumed and thus, articulated as “unavoidable” principles 307 of Christian theology since the beginning It was as if everything that had happened before or after Christ (from the philosophical point of view) – beginning with the Embodiment and ending with the Ascension – could only be placed into this “final” perspective The fact that the human person cannot be reduced to its capacity for knowledge – as conscience is not the intellect (as believed until Kant) neither is it the effect of its simple “composition” with sensitivity – or that, moreover, its unity does not disclose/reveal the “implication” of a “celestial” soul and a “terrestrial” body – the human being has a universal image of its own: hos katholou, as already asserted by Aristotle, an image in relation to which any existential duality has a derivative nature – all these are not just some superficial second hand “ideas”, on the contrary The unexpected consequence of the latter (the great discovery of the Stagirite, completely ignored until the Christian times and even afterwards) is that the “universal” man cannot only be a mere desincarnated/ bodiless spectre: he redeems himself in(side) the body and along with the body This is because the Subject (and not just the soul) – the transcendental unity of his conscience, as Kant would say – exists prior to the separation (through sin and afterwards, through death) between the soul and body (The post-Husserlian phenomenology has only recently reached the philosophic problematic of the image – defined as man’s abyssal, indeterminable unit – due to Levinas’ contribution) But also vice versa, if we are to express the unity of the human being through a “synthesis” of the contraries, then we’d have to establish it more like a common frontier without any dimension (and thus, without a distance), i e like a “threshold” – as Father Ghelasie often liked to say (according to the tradition of the Saints Gregory of Nyssa and Maxim the Confessor) – a threshold situated somewhere between the very contraries 308 Indeed, defining man as some sort of “embodied” limit, as some kind of “interface” between the interior – intelligible as it may be – and exterior – sensitive as it may be – heavily influences the theological discourse (often characterized by a barely concealed sui generis Platonism) Once defined in this way, the spiritual man – apex and implicitly, threshold of the divine creation – can no longer reclaim his “interiority” in relation to the world – since he is the very limit (threshold) of the world, situated “beyond” it and “within” it (just like the so common thematic couples “soul-body”, “intellect-sensitivity” etc ) – except only in relation to the transcendent “exteriority” of his Creator In Father Ghelasie’s opinion, the “angelism” of some disingenuous “spiritual” attitudes has nothing to do with the authentic Spirit (always embodied and thus, liturgical) of Christianity Pneumatology – in its turn defined as phenomenology of the Spirit (as in Hegel’s case) – is fulfilled through the mystic body of Christ, and exactly in this aspect Father Ghelasie insists again that we should near yet at the same time separate from Protestantism The Holy Spirit always reveals Itself to us inside the Passover / Holy Bread and thus, in the passing-transition to or better said, (at) limit Just as Jesus Christ is Image of the Father and, at the same time, He is the “place” (the only place) of encounter (and also of “passing” – pesah) between human and divine, so is the icon (evidently, the authentic icon), as the “imagined” image, which can become the place (without dimension, the “inter-face”) of such a miraculous encounter (passage) The first and the last universal synods – unanimously accepted by the whole Christianity – were dedicated, not accidentally (although centuries apart), to one and the same basic problem – the image, either “born” or “created” All we have to do is to understand that the theology (and why not the philosophy) of the image has nothing to do 309 with a “theory of the image” as object (no matter how exemplary): as nobody has seen God The image must have a hold on us only insofar as it passes us over To presume that Father Ghelasie was up to date with all the debates of the contemporary phenomenology is, of course, exaggerated However, to state that his philosophical instinct has led him to grasp some of the most important and sensitive problems of contemporary philosophical meditation is no longer exaggerated at all Defining man as a “threshold” implies, for instance, the philosophical difference between the “ontic” – always reduced to the mere appearance of an object – and the ontological – which reveals, quite on the contrary (according to Heidegger), a “non-objectifying” thinking According to the (unfortu- nately, already forgotten) example of Saint Gregory of Nyssa, who defined Jesus Christ as ”the frontier”, our atypical Father Ghelasie is one of the few who have spoken, particularly in our times, about the human being as an “embodied” limit Hence the importance Avva pays to the “remaining” (through prostration) inside this “passing over (or/) the limit” (frontier), the only “attitude” capable of protecting us from the powerful danger of “substantializing” (objectualizing) the limit (the boundary-threshold) In order to persuade us of the importance of a proper ontological “placement”, the author interprets and evaluates through contrast Adam’s unfortunate experience, Adam mistook the space/distance (the “between”) for a “fruit” (an object), always at hand But (here) the “fruit” is the very initial space/distance, the one which – being non-objective – cannot be “eaten” as an “apple” The “human” metabolism of the communion/ Eucharist, the new, incorruptible “nourishment” Jesus Christ has brought us (in fact, giving Himself to us!) implies a true reversal (conversion) of its significance because, indeed, by “eating” (and thus, interiorizing) this 310 limit (which is the Eucharist) – simultaneous abyss of both separation and union between the created and the non- created – means in fact to be “eaten” by Christ, parado- xically becoming (through some kind of “chiasm” in the strict sense of the term, as used by Merleau Ponty) His limb Hence, the serious warnings from (the book) The Image of Man, The Search for Origins: “Do not become thieves of the Holy Sacraments Stop at the Eucharist’s Altar Door, partake with prostration in the Eucharistic Ritual, do not dare to receive the Holy Eucharist no-matter-how, until you do not also have the (right) garment Stop at the Threshold of the Tree, the Threshold of Mystery, which can become the Threshold of death The tendency-fashion of receiving the Holy Eucharist howsoever, without the Christian penitence, without giving up the sins, is only a flirt and a dishonoring of the Godly Mystery” (pp 81-82) And yet: “Do not dare to cross this Threshold Stand before it so that it may open up to you, too Whoever does not stand before this Threshold and hurries – just like Adam did – to force it, to eat it, to destroy it, instead of Earning it, will lose it for forever” (p 82) “Standing at the threshold” is a responsibility when assuming our condition of sons, and as a consequence that of worshipers, because once we have discovered our origin and, consequently, our filiation (that within the Father), our “natural” position/stand can only be that of assuming the threshold, our limitation (as assumed mortal “garment” – a wedding garment, this time) Only at (in) this limit of prostration can we be assumed by the Father, namely within Jesus Christ: “the mystical Christian repentance must be, first of all, prostration Within this prostration we can Earn-Regain the Image of Son and by regaining the image of Son, we can put on the Son’s Wedding Garment – the Garment of the Eucharist – thus acceding to the Godly Realm/ Dimension ” (p 82) 311 When we humbly prostrate before our Creator we implicitly recognize the presence of transcendence The lower our humbleness brings us, the higher are we taken by the grace It is not about sentimentalisms (Father Ghelasie used to bluntly reject them) but about pure ontology The relationship between the creature that we are and our Creator is of such a nature that, if we assume the status of creation, we also assume our Creator, and thus, the prostration coincides with the very passing to (in) the limit More precisely, the prostration gesture returns to the “position” of the boundary, to the “garment” of humbleness, to finitude, whose boundary paradoxically coincides with that of the infinite Because between infinite and finite exists one and the same limit – no matter from what side you reach it, from our side or from God’s side The logical (and ontological) function of the chiasm, or the “conversion”, if you will – as long as things pertaining to earth/ this world are not like those pertaining to heaven, the simple analogical relation only misleads us (into the error of “angelism”, among others) – has as main consequence, bringing a new meaning to the Liturgy of “mystery”, that whence and through which Christ’s katabatic (descending) embodiment into the Eucharistic bread – our “daily bread” – takes place, as well as through our “embodiment” – the anabatic (ascending), just as “regular” – into One and the same Christ: “Only in this way, they say in the Church, is it [ ] possible for the Eucharistic liturgy to occur, i e the embodiment of the world inside the Son” (p 15) Nevertheless, this makes the difference between the Annunciation – the “katabatic” phenomenology (manifestation, revelation) of the Un- created for the Created: Christ becomes Jesus: Jesus Christ – also Ascension (Ispas) – the “anabatic” phenomenology of the Created for the Un-created: Jesus who becomes Christ: Christ Jesus – thus, the Ascension proves to be somehow the “reverse” of the Annunciation The Ascension is a 312 reversed “Annunciation” of man before God, as compared to the Annunciation which is a reversed “Ascension” of God before man The Annunciation – embodiment of the Un-created into the Created, Ascension – “embodiment” of the Created into the Un-created (I can notice that I have also begun to write, with ease, using capital letters, but what does this matter now ) Exactly in this very “reversal” – Verkehrung as affirmed by Hegel, Kehre according to Heidegger – should lie the so-called “theological turn” of phenomenology which is so often invoked by the Western philosophy Hence, the liturgy reveals “a second” embodiment, made possible by the “new” Spirit of the Crucified and particularly the resurrected One, eschatological liturgy, alternation (and “ultimate” unity) between Jesus Christ and Christ Jesus, which Father Cleopa once referred to in an inscription he had written for me, on one of his books We will be “drawn to” and finally eschatologically “absorbed inside” the place where our eternal bodies “await” us A union between our created image and our un-created image, which is the Son of God, the One existing before the actual creation (hence, the importance of the un-created energies in Eastern theology) A reversed sense of Saint John the Theologian’s plea: “Come, my Lord!” In fact, He is the One who inspires us (in both senses of the word) Christ Jesus “comes” dislocating/ freeing us We are those who move inside of Him, who is the Eternal Immovable! That’s why, you can see the same Saint John the Evangelist and also the Prophet Elijah who have already “moved” inside of Him, as eschatological characters who herald the “community” Ascension Thus, we must distinguish between the embodiment the Godly Son performs as an archmodel Image of the Church and respectively, the embodiment fulfilled by the Church within the embodiment Image of the Son, concludes Father Ghelasie (pp 15-16) Hence, the immediate 313 conclusion that: the Church cannot be reduced to the Place (receptacle) of the embodiment of the Son, as it also implies the adoption of the man by the Father, through the Son himself The Church is also an Altar of Ascension (hence the essential distinction which separates us from the protestants, so sensitive to the phenomenology of the “new” Spirit, but less attentive to the embodiment He prepares for us) It is the “place” of coincidence of the two movements (katabatic and anabatic): the oblation of the Son for the Man through the Eucharist, the oblation of the Man for God, by consuming the Eucharist Man “consumes” God, but once again, he is being “consumed” by God: “upon this Basis-Foundation can from now on take place the Liturgising of the Eucharist – The Body of eternalizing the World” (p 17) The well-known (but also mysterious) invocation uttered by Saint John: “Come, My Lord!” (the katabasis) is, within this context, an equivalent of the promise (no less mysterious) made by Christ Himself: “I will draw all people to Myself” (the anabasis) This is what the re-capitulation that Saint Paul speaks about consists of – theological counterpart of “capitalism” The completely changed (converted) sense of the eternal Liturgy does not have to do only with the Annunciation (that has already “happened” in a way) as much as it does with that sui generis Ascension of the eternalizing of the World Becoming sons of God once again implies taking advantage of our “own” Ascension (take a look at the eschatological event of the “Dormition” of the Holy Mother) The Liturgy is in fact a reversed phenomenology (Husserl had not yet been a complete Christian ) Its center is represented by this very “ascension” of the creature within/inside God The descent of the Spirit inside man is simultaneously an “ascent” of God inside man God’s epiphany for the Man (that has somehow 314 already “taken place” also) makes possible the epiphany of the Man for God The Liturgy is essentially eschatological Compared to these profound “differences”, it seems to me that even nowadays we are still incredibly “ancient” and from the “Old Testament”! The last lengthy discussion – thrice resumed – I had with Father Ghelasie at Frăsinei was marked by an unconcealed regret: namely, that of not being able to recognize “in the world” (and not only there) the great coordinates of the Christian theological tradition Or, if I gained something very precious in the short period of time I spent with him (always surprisingly, but also reassuringly), it was the belief that despite the two millennia of Christianity, we are none the less only at the beginning of an authentic comprehension of the Christic event An unexpected testimony of the great charismatic tradition of paternity (which would deserve a special and persistent attention), the works written by our Avva – a remarkable beneficiary of such a charismatic paternity – not only transmit an unusual language and graphism but also some themes of meditation which are just as “unusual” (Prof Virgil Ciomoş) * Father Ghelasie’s writings ultimately retell in a unique way what can be found inside the foundation of the Tradition: namely that experience depends upon revelation (you are bestowed/given it) and that experiencing the mystery and all its extension inside of you, all its revelation, all its phenomenology – as much as it is possible – this experiencing of the mystery is in fact the path of uniting the logos with the iconic Furthermore, as there are no experiences on paper, but only within the personal history of inner discoveries, in the same way the logos does not artificially unite with the iconic (only to 315 become dialectically united) In this way we can explain the multitude of conceptual schematizations, placed inside the body of some experience, which become place of encounter and interior liturgical celebration of a renewed filiation relationship I personally consider that within the effort of rethinking the union between the λòʏoʂ and the ɛíķɷv in contemporary theology, Father Ghelasie’s writings play a distinctive part (Acting) as an anchor for the depth of the mind, beyond the boundary between the repetitive theology and any (apparently) liberating philosophy, the writings can help us today to surpass the failures of the contemporary mistagogical expression (Pr Alexandru Barna) 316 Content Foreword 5 The Carpathian Patericon Pages of Hesychasm 11 317 318 Tiparul executat la S C LUMINA TIPO S R L str Luigi Galvani nr 20 bis, sect 2, Bucureşti tel /fax 021 211 32 60; tel 0741 040 408 e-mail: office@luminatipo com www luminatipo com 319 320 